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ABSTRACT
CRISIS, IDENTITY, AND URBAN CONTINUITY IN SEVENTH
CENTURY BYZANTIUM: A HAGIOGRAPHIC REASSESSMENT
Daniel Kelly

Hagiography, or Saints’ Lives or Miracles, often record significant details about
the period in which the saint under discussion lived or the period in which the
hagiography originated. These documents are useful in attempting to understand the
Seventh Century Crisis Period, the period when the Eastern Roman Empire transitioned
into the Byzantine Empire. Central to this is the survival of a Romano-Byzantine identity
throughout the crisis period and beyond. This dissertation examines six Byzantine
Hagiographies in an attempt to understand this critical and complex period in Byzantine
and Near Eastern History: the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, the Life of St. John the
Almsgiver, the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, the Miracles of St. Theodore The Recruit,
the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit, the
Miracles of St. Demetrius, and The Miracles of St. Artemios. Each of these hagiographies
deals with a different city and a different series of events. However, when examined as a
whole, there are discernable patterns of transition and continuity. The seventh-century
saints’ hagiographies present a picture of life in the Byzantine Empire in which
distinctive aspects, such as continuity of urban structures, multinationalism, trade, and
state control remain central to the lived experience. Changes in this way of life may be
described as a matter of degree rather than by the extremes of collapse or continuation.

The strength of the hagiographies, and their importance to the historical record is tied
directly to the way in which the hagiographies reflect the complex nature of RomanoByzantine identity and therefore, the diversity of Byzantine urban life. The Byzantine
state survived the Seventh Century Crisis with strong continuities to the earlier Roman
period. These continuities are reflected in urban diversity, in the survival of political
institutions, and in the perseverance of trade and a complex economy. All of these
identifiers are present in the hagiographies, and they are a significant source of history for
the seventh century in Byzantium.
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Introduction

Hagiography, otherwise known as Saints’ Lives or Miracles often record, in passing,
significant details about the conditions and attitudes of the period in which the saint under
discussion lived, or the period in which the hagiography originated. This crucial crisis
period needs to be understood in a nuanced manner because this was when the Eastern
Roman Empire coalesced into something more recognizable as Byzantium, as it struggled
through a period of war with Persia and Islamic expansion. Scholarly debate regarding
the fate of the empire in this period has too often been a polemic between “collapse” and
“survival” – though a middle path of “transformation” is currently being usefully
explored, and it is here that my own research makes a significant new contribution to the
field. My dissertation will explore what hagiography can tell us about life in Byzantium
in the seventh century. While emphasizing the continuity of basic institutions, I see a
nuanced Byzantium, where some regions can be seen through a lens of continuity and
others through one of transition. Hagiographies by their very nature are religious texts.
However, they can be examined to reveal other historical details. In particular, I will look
at these hagiographies not as isolated sources, but rather as sources that when taken as a
whole can tell us a great deal about Byzantine urban, religious, and social history during
the transitional period of the seventh century.
While other types of evidence – numismatics, sigillography, archaeology, and
particularly chronicles and law – have been brought to bear in this debate (and will be
discussed in the course of my thesis), hagiographies have not, thus far, been extensively
explored as a group for the contribution they can offer to our understanding of the period.
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Most hagiographies have as their principal focus the saint in question. However, the
saint’s life does not take place in a vacuum; the saint will often travel, or else their
ministry will take place in one fixed urban location. As snapshots of the past, they
incidentally record what is going on in the background of the principal subject. The
information that they can offer, therefore, is often (but not always) less biased than other
kinds of evidence, which was sometimes produced by contemporaries to reflect or
represent particular aspects of decline, growth or continuation for political purposes. The
seventh-century saints’ hagiographies present a picture of life in the Byzantine Empire in
which distinctive aspects, such as continuity of urban structures, multinationalism, trade,
and state control remain central to the lived experience. Changes in this way of life may
be described as a matter of degree rather than by the extremes of collapse or continuation,
especially when these hagiographies are examined together.

The Importance of Hagiographies
In this dissertation, I discuss six main hagiographies and will reference some others. Of
these collections, three are Lives: the Life of St. John the Almsgiver, the Life of St.
Theodore of Sykeon, and the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool. The other three hagiographies
are Miracles: the Miracles of St. Artemios, the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit, and
the Miracles of St. Demetrius. In the remainder of this section, I will discuss the
importance of hagiographies and the way in which they can be used in the context of
Byzantine history.
Hagiographies are the accounts of the lives and (sometimes miraculous) works of
saints. These accounts generally take two forms, as a Life or as Miracles. A Life was
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usually written during the actual life of a saint, or shortly after his or her death. A Life is a
narrative biography that follows the saint from his or her birth until his or her death. 1 A
Miracle collection, sometimes referred to as Miracles, was usually written long after a
saint’s death, sometimes centuries after. As opposed to a Life, a Miracle collection
concerns postmortem missions being carried on by the saint. 2 Generally a Life has one
author, while Miracles may be added to by different authors over time.3 There are also
other forms of hagiography, such as a Passion. A Passion will typically record the
martyrdom of the saint, although sometimes a Passion will record a spiritual struggle
rather than a physical one.4 Sometimes the different genres of hagiography may be
combined into one document, usually as some sort of archival action.
Hagiographies are important historical documents as they often record events that
take place during the time in which they were written. Of course, while Miracles can
record historical events, they by their very nature record miraculous intersessions by the
saints after their deaths. Owing to their origin and purpose, Miracles will often describe
events that are supernatural in nature, for example in the Miracles of St. Demetrius the
saint himself takes a corporeal form and fights with the defenders of the city. The
supernatural is far more common in Miracles than a Life. However, the supernatural is
not absent from the Lives either. In the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, the saint is often
responsible for driving demons away. However, from the perspective of this dissertation,

1

Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 29.
2
Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 107.
3
Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 106.
4
Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 29.
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hagiographies are important not because of their extraordinary details, but because of
their mundane details that describe social life in Byzantium.
In the case of a Life, chronological events can often be discerned. The Life of St.
John the Almsgiver records the deteriorating situation in Byzantine Egypt in the seventh
century, culminating in the fall of the province to the Sasanian Persians. The Life of St.
Theodore of Sykeon was also largely written during the Seventh Century Crisis Period
and records several events, such as the movement of soldiers to the frontier and the
changes of government.
Miracles can record historical events as well. The Miracles of St Demetrius record
the Slavic invasions of the Balkans, while the Miracles of St. Theodore record Arab raids
in Asia Minor. However, Miracles were often compiled from disparate stories and the
events recorded can span a considerable amount of time. The Miracles of St. Demetrius
cover events that span about a century, while the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit
span a period that covers from the Persian invasions through to the period of the Arab
raids into Anatolia.
While the supernatural events can be easily dismissed, hagiographies do often
record everyday events, folklore, religious practice, and even mundane aspects of life
such as the types of crops planted or the types of food eaten. 5 The Miracles of St.
Artemios describes day to day life in the imperial capital of Constantinople, often to
mundane detail.6 The Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit offer a slice of life of a
provincial city, while the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon describes in detail day to day life

5

Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 106.
6
Stephanos Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Hagiography: Volume II: Genres and
Contexts (London: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2014), 112.

4

in a Byzantine village. From the perspective of this dissertation, hagiographies are
important because of their mundane details that describe social life in Byzantium, not
because of the miraculous events described in them.

Byzantium and The Provinces
In this section, I will briefly describe the provinces of Byzantium, and what I mean when
I use the blanket term “Byzantium.” Byzantium, often referred to as the Byzantine
Empire, was the Eastern part of the Roman Empire that survived the fall of the Western
Roman Empire. The fall of the Western Roman Empire is usually called the ‘Fall of
Rome” by historians, even though the Eastern Roman Empire would survive the fall of
the West by nearly a millennium. The Western Empire consisted of Roman provinces
from Britain to North Africa and was largely Latin speaking and agrarian. The Eastern
Empire consisted of the territory of the Balkans south of the Danube, Asia Minor, Syria,
Palestine, and Egypt. The Eastern Empire was overwhelmingly Greek speaking and was
more urban and more Christian than the Western Empire. Of course, within these defined
norms, there was considerable local deviation, and the exploration of this diversity and
how it is represented in hagiographies will be a major focus of this dissertation.
The labelling of this state as the “Byzantine Empire” was the result of 18 th and
19th century European historians who sought to differentiate it from the earlier Roman
Empire.7 The term Byzantine Empire had been used as early as the 16 th century.8 The
Byzantines referred to themselves always as Ῥωμαῖοι and their state as Βασιλεία

7
8

John H. Rosser, Historical Dictionary of Byzantium (Lanham MA: Scarecrow, 2011), 2.
John H. Rosser, Historical Dictionary of Byzantium (Lanham MA: Scarecrow, 2011), 2.
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Ῥωμαίων.9 The Byzantines, in a cultural and legalistic sense saw their state as the
continuation of the Roman Empire and their emperor as the legitimate ruler of this state
in an unbroken chain stretching back to Augustus. In the fifth century, the Emperor
Justinian had reconquered Africa, Italy, and southern Spain and incorporated these
territories into the Byzantine State. At the beginning of the seventh century, the emperors
of Byzantium ruled a state that from west to east stretched from Spain to Syria and from
north to south spread from the Black Sea to Egypt. At the end of this period, the Empire
still constituted a state that comprised of Asia Minor, some parts of the Balkans, notably
Thrace and southern Greece, as well as some territories in Italy and North Africa.
Byzantine Africa consisted of most of old Roman Africa from the straights of
Gibraltar to the province of Cyrene. Beyond this, we are discussing Byzantine Egypt,
rather than Byzantine Africa. Early on, the province was governed under an old Roman
system as the praetorian prefecture of Africa. Later, under the Emperor Maurice, the
province was reorganized into the Exarchate of Africa. The conquest of Africa from the
Vandals and some of the proceeding period is well recorded by Procopius. After this,
however, Byzantine Africa is poorly documented. There are very few primary sources
regarding this region; therefore, much of the information regarding this place and time
must be inferred.10 The province must have been wealthy enough to fund the campaign of
the soon to be Emperor Heraclius to seize the Byzantine throne in the early seventh
century. It must have also been wealthy enough to defend itself from Arab invasions until
the fall of Carthage is 698, despite the loss of Byzantine Egypt in the 640s and the

9

Rhōmaîoi or Roman, and Basileía Rhōmaíōn or the Roman Empire. Later Byzantines sometimes referred
to their state as Ῥωμανία or Romania.
10
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 20.
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essential isolation of the province. As late as 682, the imperial forces in Africa were
strong enough to inflict a serious defeat on the invading Arab forces, which points to
some latent prosperity and political organization of the province. 11 Africa does not
feature as the main location of any of the hagiographies, but the Miracles of St. Artemios
refer to several people as being “Africans” or “from Africa.”
Byzantine Egypt was inherited by the Eastern Roman Empire when the Roman
Empire split into two halves after the death of Theodosius the Great. By this time, Egypt
had already been a Roman province since the time of Augustus. Roman rule in Egypt had
been well established and well maintained throughout this period, and Byzantium
inherited a stable and prosperous province. The prosperity of Egypt was responsible for
much of the prosperity of the early Byzantine state.12 Egypt came under attack by the
Sasanian Persians in the early seventh century and was conquered by the Arabs in the
640s. The loss of Egypt was a major economic blow for the Byzantine Empire. Egypt is
the main location of the Life of St. John the Almsgiver and will be discussed in detail in
that chapter.
The region that today constitutes the State of Israel and the Palestinian territories
was then the Byzantine provinces of Palestine, Palaestina Prima, Palaestina Secunda, and
Palaestina Tertia. The province was restive, with revolts by the Samaritans in the fifth
and sixth centuries, and Persian and then Arab invasions in the seventh. Despite this,
archeological evidence indicates that Palestine reached a demographic and economic

11

Amy McKenna, The History of Northern Africa (New York : Britannica Educational Publishing, 2011),
40.
12
Scott Fitzgerald Johnson, The Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Publishing, 2012), 198.
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peak in the early seventh century.13 Traditionally thought of as a strongly Christian
region, there was a significant Jewish and Samaritan population in the region. Owing to
the city of Jerusalem being frequently mentioned in the hagiographies, Palestine is
frequently referenced. The Life of St. Symeon the Holy Fool takes place in the city of
Emesa in Syria, and Byzantine Palestine is discussed in that chapter.
Byzantine Syria, roughly speaking comprised of the area of modern-day Syria and
Lebanon. The region consisted of two provinces, Syria Prima and Syria Secunda. The
region consisted of the important cities of Damascus and Antioch, as well as many
smaller cities. The population was largely Greek speaking, although from the Life of
Symeon the Holy Fool we can discern a Syriac speaking minority. The area was
economically productive, with the archaeological record revealing a prosperous province
that was the recipient of considerable imperial investment in the late sixth century. 14 In
the same time period however, war with Persia destabilized the province. 15 The region as
invaded by the Sasanian Persians in the early seventh century and conquered by the
Arabs after the battle of Yarmok in 636. The city of Emesa in Syria is the location of the
Life of Symeon the Holy Fool.
Anatolia was the Byzantine heartland, even more so than Greece and the Balkans,
this was especially true of Aegean Anatolia and the region of Bythania, which was
northwest Anatolia hugging the Black Sea. This region is geographically protected by the
Anatolian plateau and had been the home of Greek culture since around 1000BCE. 16 The
13

Doron Bar, "The Christianisation of Rural Palestine during Late Antiquity," The Journal of Ecclesiastical
History 54, no. 3 (2003): 402.
14
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 27.
15
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 28.
16
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
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coastal regions as a whole were tied to the Aegean region as one economic unit, and all of
these regions were urbanized with many small and medium sized cities. The Anatolian
plateau was less integrated to the rest of the Byzantine state. It remained largely rural and
while culturally Hellenized, this process was more recent.17 After the loss of Syria,
Palestine, and Egypt, Anatolia became the main economic engine and military recruiting
ground of the Byzantine state. The Anatolian plateau was often raided by Arabs in the
seventh century, and these raids are described in the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit.
Provincial village life is described in the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, and we get some
images of provincial urban life in the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit.
The Balkans south of the Danube had been under Roman control since the time of
Caesar and Augustus. The region was under Romano-Byzantine control, but it was not
wholly stable. The Balkans were invaded by the Ostrogoths in the fourth century, the
Huns in the fifth and the Avars in the sixth. In the sixth century, the Slavs also began to
settle in the Balkans. By the end of the seventh century, little of the Balkans outside of
some coastal enclaves, Athens, Thessalonica, and Thrace were firmly under Byzantine
control and a new powerful foe, the Bulgarians, had moved into the region. 18
Roughly speaking, the northern region was influenced by Roman culture and was
primarily Latin speaking, while the southern region was Greek speaking. 19 RomanoByzantine culture had largely been washed away by the Slavic settlement by the end of
the seventh century.20 However, early Slavic settlement does not seem to have disturbed
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 31.
17
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 32.
18
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 31.
19
(Madgearu and Gordon 2008) 146
20
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and

9

the Romano-Byzantine culture of the region.21 The Slavic settlement was also associated
with demographic and material decline as well as a decline in the practice of
Christianity.22 The Balkans, however, may have only been superficially Christian outside
of the main urban areas even before the Slavic settlement of the region. 23 Slavic
settlement in the Balkans may have begun earlier than the seventh century as well, with
Procopius mentioning Slavic settlements already existent in Thrace as early as the 550s. 24
The complicated nature of Slavic settlement of the Balkans is the main event described in
the Miracles of St. Demetrius, which portray Thessalonica as a city under constant threat
from the Avars and Slavic tribes. While technically a part of Thrace, Constantinople
existed as its own entity, and Constantinople is the centerpiece of the Miracles of St.
Artemios.

Diversity in the Byzantine Sense
A Roman identity was much more of a cultural distinction than an ethnic or racial one.
Byzantium, as the inheritor of Rome, had a similar identity. Identity is, of course, both a
very personal measure, and a cultural one. Within a culture, individuals can have a great
many identities, and some individuals may indeed have several different personal

New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 61.
21
John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 30.
22
Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the end of Civilization (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005), 129.
23
John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 18.
24
John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 29.
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identities. I am Catholic by religion, American by culture25, and ethnically Celtic26, I also
identify at least to some degree as British on my mother’s side, and I am a citizen of both
the United States and Great Britain. There is no reason to believe that people in Late
Antiquity thought of themselves differently. There is a sixth century epitaph of a certain
Droctulft, who was born a Sueve, brought up among the Lombards, served in the
Byzantine army, and died in Byzantine Italy long after his service to the empire had
finished.27 Like me, Droctulft had several different identities, he was a Sueve, brought up
among the Lombards, who died a Roman.
Byzantine identity is as well, a very nuanced thing. There are three main, but not
definite, markers of Romano-Byzantine identity: the Greek language, the Christian
religion, and adherence to “Roman” political institutions and law. These markers could
be very flexible however, and the importance of these markers could change in time,
making definitively saying what made one Byzantine to a degree an exercise in folly.
The Byzantines always referred to themselves simply as Ῥωμαῖοι, Romans. The
Byzantines in fact resisted being referred to as Greeks or Hellens, a term which the Latin
west would sometimes use to refer to the inhabitants of the empire. 28 A famous example
of the Byzantines taking offence at being referred to as “Greeks” comes from the 10 th
century mission of Liudprand of Cremona to Constantinople, where he offended the

25

And historically, as demonstratable ancestors of mine have been present in what is now the United States
since the 17th century.
26
Probably the only “fact” among these that can be proven. DNA evidence indicates that my Celtic
ancestors have been living in the British Isles since the bronze age.
27
Chris Wickham, Framing the Early Middle Ages: Europe and the Mediterranean 400-800 (Oxford and
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 78.
28
Tassos Kaplanis, "Antique Names and Self-Identification: Hellenes, Graikoi, and Romaioi from Late
Byzantium to the Greek Nation-State" in Re-imagining the Past: Antiquity and Modern Greek Culture, ed.
Dimitris Tziovas (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2014), 87.
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Emperor, Nicephorus Phocas, by referring to him as “Emperor of the Greeks.” 29 The term
έλληνες, or Hellenes in Byzantine Greek, was used to designate the Greek pagans of the
past. For example, in the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, we are told that village workmen
had disturbed the graves of the pagans (έλληνες), and that this disturbance led to the
release of evil spirits. The Romano-Byzantine identity was not a Greek identity, nor were
all these people ethnically Greek. However, Greek was the main language of
governmental institutions in the Empire, and after the sixth century, increasingly the most
common language used by the populace. 30 Speaking Greek did not make one ethnically
Greek in Late Antique Byzantium, but it was a marker of “Byzantine” identity.
Another major component of Byzantine identity was adherence to the Christian
religion. In the early days of the Empire, there were several sects of Christianity, and
despite the attempts to unify the religion, such as the council of Nicaea which established
Chanceledonian Christianity, by the seventh century, several different sects of
Christianity persisted. The council of Nicaea did however establish Chanceledonian
Christianity as the dominant branch of Christianity and the one tied to the state. 31 Some
of these sects, such as Monothelitism, are relevant to the regions I will be discussing,
although these religious distinctions are rarely made in the hagiographies in question.
Being a Chanceledonian or Orthodox Christian was certainly preferred, but being
Christian was enough for this to be a marker of Byzantine identity.

29

F. A. Wright, The works of Liudprand of Cremona (New York: E.P. Dutton & company, 1930), 263.
John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 18.
31
John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 17.
30
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Adherence to the Romano-Byzantine political system may have been the most
important marker of Byzantine identity. If one followed Roman law, and was loyal to the
Roman state, one could be a Roman, and the same was true for the Byzantine Empire. 32
There was some flexibility within Romano-Byzantine identity where one could adhere to
Roman law, but not necessarily adhere to the right Christian religion or speak the Greek
language, yet one could still be regarded as a part of the Byzantine institution.
Diversity in the Byzantine sense meant not holding all three markers of Byzantine
identity but perhaps holding some, while living in the Byzantine state and functioning
within it. At the same time, one can hold all these markers, and identify as “Byzantine,”
but hold another identity as well. This diversity did not necessarily make one not a
Byzantine, but it was a marker of otherness.
The continued diversity of Byzantine cities is well attested to in the
hagiographies, and demonstrates that to a large degree, Late Antique Byzantium retained
the multicultural aspect of the Roman Empire. In The Miracles of St. Demetrius, it can be
inferred that there was a Jewish quarter in the city. The same Miracles also reveal that the
Slavs had a separate identity, but that this identity was fluid and if a Slav learned Greek
and adopted “Roman” culture, then they could, to all observers, pass as Byzantine. In
time, an “other” could become a “Roman.” The Miracles of St. Artemios reveal that there
were several different people in the city of Constantinople who identified by place of
origin, such as African, or Phrygian, or even Persian, but that this did not make them any
less tolerated or any less a part of the empire. In other words, while their place of origin
made them regarded as something of an “other,” it did not make them any less

32

John V. A. Jr. Fine, The Early Medieval Balkans: A Critical Survey from the Sixth to the Late Twelfth
Century (Ann Arbor, Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 16.

13

“Roman.”33 In the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, we can discern that some of the people
of Syria still spoke Syriac, rather than Greek, as their first language, but were clearly still
living and working and accepted within the empire. Byzantium was a multi-ethnic
imperial state, where identity was more linked to Roman-ness than to ethnicity or race.
Diversity may have been defined by religion, by culture, or by customs, and while there
was something of a Romano-Byzantine identity, this identity was clearly very fluid.

Historical Overview until the Seventh Century
The Byzantine Empire was a continuation of the Roman Empire; therefore, the most
legally accurate statement would be that the Empire was founded by Augustus and
continued unbroken until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. This definition however does
not describe the formation of the Eastern Roman Empire as a separate political entity.
The partition of the Empire into distinct administrative units was first attempted
by the emperor Diocletian. Diocletian created a system called the Tetrarchy, under which
the Roman Empire would be divided into two halves, each ruled over by an Emperor.
Each emperor would further delegate authority to a deputy, known as a Caesar. This
division was supposed to allow for a powerful political figure to be able to respond to
events in their theater more quickly and with more knowledge of local conditions. This
division also created, for the first time, two different halves of the Roman Empire, an
Eastern and a Western half, each with their own court and administration. 34
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After the emperor Diocletian retired, the tetrarchy system broke down, as the
Caesars and emperors fought each other for dominance. The emperor Constantine was
able to defeat his rivals and establish himself as the sole emperor in 313. Constantine
reunited the two halves of the empire into one, and legalized Christianity in the empire. 35
Constantine also sought to end the divisions and conflicts within Christianity by hosting
the council of Nicaea. At this council, the gathered Christian bishops adopted the basic
tenants of Chanceledonian Christianity. More importantly, Constantine’s organization of
the council, and his presiding over it, established a connection between the Roman state
and the Christian religion.36 Constantine also moved the administration and the court of
the empire east, and established a new capital city, Constantinople, built on the site of the
former Greek colony of Byzantium.
After Constantine’s death, the empire for a time remained united. It survived an
abortive attempt by the Emperor Julian (The Apostate) to reestablish pagan religion as
the official state religion. The emperor Theodosius was the last emperor to rule over a
united Roman Empire. After his death in 395, the east would be ruled by one emperor
from Constantinople, and another in the west, usually from the city of Ravenna. The two
halves of the empire cooperated, but they increasingly drifted apart both politically and
culturally.
The Western Empire was ruled by the Emperor Honorius from 395-423, and his
rule saw the Western Empire begin to disintegrate. In 406, a group of Germanic tribes
crossed the frozen Rhine River and began to raid Gaul. In 408, the Goths invaded Italy,
in 410, they sacked Rome, and by Honorius’s death, the Western Empire consisted of
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little more than Italy and North Africa. Most of Gaul and Spain was under the control of
Roman foederati, Germanic tribes who were in theory loyal to Roman, but in effect
independent. Britain had drifted out of the Roman orbit in the early fifth century. North
Africa fell to another Germanic tribe, the Vandals. After the Vandals sacked Rome in
455, effective Roman rule in the east ceased to be a political reality, with most emperors
being under the control of Germanic warlords. The last of these puppet emperors,
Romulus Augustus, was deposed in 476, an event usually described as the “Fall of
Rome.”
In the east, however, the Roman Empire survived, ruled by emperors from
Constantinople. The emperor Theodosius II built the famous land walls of
Constantinople. These land walls served not only to separate Constantinople from the
countryside, but also to protect the city over the centuries from many invaders. However,
his reign also saw the Balkans invaded by the Huns, which began the political
destabilization of the region. The Emperor Zeno faced another Balkan invasion, by
another tribe of Goths in the 480s, and he deftly directed them to Italy, now under the
control of the Germanic chieftain Odoacer. The Goths, led by Theodoric, deposed
Odoacer and ruled Italy, in theory as the viceroys of the Emperor at Constantinople. 37
After this, the Eastern Roman Empire enjoyed a period of relative peace and prosperity.
The Emperor Anastasius died childless in 518, and rule of the empire passed to
one of his generals, a former Balkan peasant by the name of Justin. Justin had no sons,
but he had a nephew Justinian; after Justin died, the empire passed to him. With the reign
of the Emperor Justinian, the trajectory of the Eastern Roman Empire took a definitive

37

Thomas S. Burns, A History of the Ostrogoths (Indianapolis : Indiana University Press, 1991), 67.

16

turn. Until this point, the empire had been mostly peaceful, and outside of the Balkans,
very prosperous. Through the mid-sixth century, the archeological record reveals a
perceptible increase in economic prosperity and complexity in the Southern Balkans,
Anatolia, and the Levant.38 The Emperor Justinian looked at this peaceful prosperous
empire and saw in it the resources for an imperial revanche. Justinian first fought the
Sasanian Persians to a standstill, and once peace was secured there, sent the imperial
armies west, first to Africa, and then to Italy. Once Italy was invaded, everything seemed
to go wrong for the Eastern Roman Empire at once. The war in Italy ground to a
standstill, and a few years later, the empire, Persia, Europe, and much of Afro-Eurasia
was struck by a plague. Historians call this the Plague of Justinian. This plague, likely the
same bubonic plague that would strike again in the 14 th century, devastated the empire,
disrupting the economy and depopulating cities. 39 While Justinian was eventually able to
conquer Italy, the success was hollow. Italy had been devastated by nearly 30 years of
war, and the empire was devastated by plague. The Huns raided into the Balkans again,
and although defeated, further disrupted the region.40 The Slavs had been migrating into
the Balkans since the fifth century, but increasingly as they did so, they escaped from
imperial authority. In 582, the Slavs conquered the city of Sirmium, establishing
themselves as a legitimate threat to imperial hegemony in the Balkans. 41 In the late sixth

38

Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome and the end of Civilization (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2005), 124.
39
Warren Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society (Stanford: Standford University Press,
1997), 196.
40
James Allan Stewart Evans, The Emperor Justinian and the Byzantine Empire (Westport: Greenwood
Press, 2005), 62.
41
Warren Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society (Stanford: Standford University Press,
1997), 232.

17

century, another tribe, the Germanic Lombards, invaded Italy, and reduced the imperial
possessions there. By the end of the sixth century, Byzantium seemed to be in crisis.

The Seventh Century
Justinian was succeeded to the throne by his nephew Justin, known to us as the Emperor
Justin II. Justin II found the turmoil faced by the empire to be quite beyond him.
According to the church historian John of Ephesus, Justin’s mind broke, and he behaved
like a wild animal. Such a hand could not govern an empire in crisis, so Justin abdicated
the throne in favor of a general named Tiberius.42 Tiberius, and his successor, his son in
law Maurice, managed to restore some degree of stability to the empire, with Tiberius
salvaging some of the imperial position in Italy, and Maurice stabilizing the frontier with
Persia.43
Tiberius had however neglected the Balkan frontier, and the emperor Maurice
devoted much of his career to trying to rebuild to the imperial position along the Danube.
Emperor Maurice’s military campaigns were successful, but the empire was cash poor,
and Maurice could barely afford to keep his army in the field. When he ordered them to
winter across the Danube during the winter of 602, they revolted instead, declaring one of
their number, a man named Phocas as emperor.44 Phocas’ reign saw the Avars pour
across the Danube, with the Persians invading Roman Mesopotamia. Phocas was ill
prepared to govern and was unable to resist either invader. He managed to survive
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aristocratic plots against him until 610, when Heraclius, the son of the Exarch of Africa
sailed to Constantinople and declared himself Emperor. 45
The Emperor Heraclius initially seemed just as unable to resist the Persian
advance as Phocas had been. Syria and Palestine were conquered by 613, with Egypt also
falling to the Persians a year later.46 The Balkans were overrun by the Avars and Slavs.
However, the city of Thessalonica managed to resist the invaders, an event that is
recounted in The Miracles of St. Demetrius. After several years of defeat, Heraclius
managed to convince the church to provide the funds for a proper army and devoted the
time and effort to have them trained.47 This new army invaded the Persian heartland
directly, despite the Persian attempts to distract Heraclius by laying siege to
Constantinople in 626.48 By 628, Heraclius was before the Persian capital of Ctesiphon
and managed to decisively defeat them and conclude a peace after nearly 30 years of
war.49 This war had seen almost the entire Levant, Egypt, and much of Anatolia
temporarily conquered by the Persians, and all of the Balkans outside of a few coastal
enclaves overrun by either the Avars or the Slavs.
Heraclius had little time to savor his victory, as by 633, the Arabs were invading
Roman Palestine and Syria. The Byzantine Army was routed by the Arab forces at the
Battle of Yarmouk in 636, after which the imperial authorities abandoned the Levant. 50 In
640, the Arabs conquered Egypt, robbing the empire of its wealthiest province. 51
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Heraclius’ successors were not able to turn back the tide, and had to reorganize the
remains of the empire. The Emperor Constans II, Heraclius’ grandson, is often credited
with creating the Theme system, which was a system of joint military and civil control
under the direct leadership of a military governor. This military governor was directly
responsible for the defense of his territory, but ultimate authority was in the hands of the
emperor.52 The soldiers from each theme were recruited locally and were awarded
farmland and tax exemption for their service, giving these soldiers a vested interest in
defending their Theme.53 This system allowed the empire to spend little on an army, as
the men were paid in kind rather than cash, and yet, maintain a large number of men in
the field.
In the seventh century, Byzantium, and much of the Near East was wrapped up in
the seventh century crisis. This was a time of near constant warfare for Byzantium. In the
east, Byzantium experienced invasions by the Sasanian Persians, and later by the Arabs
as they established the first Arab Caliphate. In the west, the Lombards chipped away at
the Byzantine position in Italy, the Goths at imperial holdings in Spain, and the Balkans
were invaded by the Avars and settled by the Slavs. At the beginning of the seventh
century, Byzantium was still the East Roman Empire; it emerged from the period very
changed. The degree of change that Byzantium experienced, and the degree of continuity
between the earlier time-period is a matter of considerable academic debate.
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Collapse, Transition, or Continuity
Throughout the entire crisis experience, what is discernible is the continuity of the
Byzantine state, in which the bureaucratic governmental structures of the state continued
to function. The survival of Byzantine political structures is reflected in the continuity of
Byzantium as an urban culture. Byzantine cities may have been retrenched, reduced, and
refortified; however, few sites were abandoned, and the urban fabric of Byzantium
survived the crisis and transition periods and thrived thereafter. Here, evidence from
hagiography is supported by archaeological evidence of the physical fabric of Byzantine
cities, while evidence from numismatics and sigillography also support the interpretation
of continuity posited in this thesis. Seventh-century hagiography embraces the
complexity of the topic of transformation in seventh century Byzantium, rather than the
restricted binary position of “collapse” or “continuity.” My dissertation explores both
geographical and chronological differences, as well as offering another tool to think with
alongside diplomatics, numismatics, and archaeology. This allows for a more nuanced
view of an empire in transition. While Byzantium, like most European and Near Eastern
states, faced a crisis period in the seventh century, this crisis was more transformative for
Byzantium than it was destructive. The Empire survived, and with the Empire, so too,
survived the state apparatus and the urban culture that had been inherited from antiquity.
In order to examine the complex issues of transformation, decline, and continuity in the
post Byzantine state in a more nuanced manner that anticipates geographic and
chronological differences, my argument will be presented in six chapters. In these
chapters, I discuss different hagiographies, each connected to a different region of
Byzantium using evidence drawn from the hagiographic sources discussed above, but
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also referencing corroborating evidence from sigillography, numismatics, archeology,
official documents, chronologies and histories. An analysis of four aspects of Byzantine
urban culture in each hagiography – urban continuity, multinationalism, trade, and state
control – form the substantial part of my thesis.

The Chapters
Through the course of this dissertation, I will discuss six hagiographies that either take
place, or were written during and near the Seventh Century Crisis Period. Most of the
hagiographies concern the travels and ministries of the saint in question. Due to the natures
of the ministries, usually some sort of public service, many hagiographies are urban in
nature, although one, the Life of Theodore of Sykeon has a more provincial nature. The Life
of Symeon the Holy Fool concerns the life and works of the aforementioned saint, in the
Syrian city of Emesa during the late sixth or early seventh century. The Life of St. John the
Almsgiver recounts the mission of the Patriarch John of Alexandria, who was in office in
the period leading up to and including the Byzantine/Persian Wars in the early seventh
century. The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon and the Miracles of St. Theodore The Recruit
both take place in Provincial Anatolia. The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon takes place across
the towns and villages surrounding the city of Ankara in the early seventh century, around
the time of the Byzantine/Arab Wars. Despite this, the wars are mentioned only in passing,
while the Life mostly concerns the saint’s efforts to found a monastery. By contrast, the
Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit, which take place some time later, during the period
around the early Arab invasions, concern just one city, Euchaita, and are mostly concerned
with the city’s efforts to survive successive attacks and invasions. This hagiography is also
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a Miracle collection, in that in concerns the cult of a saint after their death. The last two
hagiographies, The Miracles of St. Demetrius and The Miracles of St. Artemios are also
Miracle collections. The Miracles of St. Demetrius largely concern the city of Thessaloniki
and the attempts of the city leadership to fight off successive waves of Slavic invasions
that spanned the late sixth through the mid-seventh centuries. The Miracles of St. Artemios
concern the church dedicated to Saint Artemios that serves as his reliquary. This Miracle,
which takes place in the imperial capital of Constantinople, shows a metropolitan city
largely untouched by the crisis period. Each of these hagiographies deals with a different
city and a different series of events. However, when examined as a whole, there are
discernable patterns of transition and continuity. Each of these hagiographies describes the
continuity and transformation of urban culture in different ways and as such, each
hagiography will be the focal point of a chapter of my dissertation.
The Life of St Symeon the Holy Fool describes the provincial city of Emesa, which
was on the border between Asia Minor and Syria and, therefore, at the forefront of the
transition that occurred during the seventh century.54 Feigning lunacy, Symeon wandered
throughout the city and interacted with its inhabitants. The citizens of Emesa seem to have
been quite varied; Symeon met with local government officials, businessmen, traders,
merchants and doctors. Like Constantinople, Emesa clearly had a socially and
economically diverse urban class.
Of course, Emesa had an urban underclass as well, including beggars, slaves,
prostitutes, and various ‘malingerers.’ We can also garner information from the Life of St
Symeon the Holy Fool about the infrastructure of Emesa: it was a typical small provincial
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town with baths, a public theater, artisanal work spaces, restaurants, and a large market
place, all of which were still functioning normally despite the crises of the seventh
century.55 The infrastructure of Symeon’s Emesa had social divisions as well. The poor
lived in shacks, or on the street; some slept in cheap taverns, while the rich had grand
houses. The settlement seems to have spread beyond the city walls as well, as Symeon
regularly and freely passes outside of the city walls and interacts with the people there,
although those living outside the walls seem to have been mostly members of the
aforementioned urban underclass. The discernable theme of the Life of St. Symeon is the
class divisions in Byzantine urban society. The class divisions indicated in the pre-crisis
Byzantine hagiographies evidently continued into the crisis period and are indicated here
by language use and by descriptions of living conditions and access to amenities. Arguably,
in a state of total collapse, such divisions would cease to be noted and cities that were mere
shells could not support such urban diversity. Another theme of the Life of St. Symeon is
the language diversity that was evident in Emesa and that may have been a designation of
social status.
Urban diversity in the Romano-Byzantine sense in may be indicated in part by
language diversity. The Life of St Hilarion, written by St. Jerome in the fourth century, tells
us of the third-century saint, Hilarion, who began his ministry as an ascetic in Syria and
Palestine, before settling in an Egyptian town.56 Through his ministry, Hilarion encounters
a Frankish officer serving in the imperial army, who was possessed by devils. Although the
man spoke Frankish and Latin, due to his possession, he was able to communicate with
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Hilarion in Syriac and Greek. An incident in the Life of St Porphy of Gaza, which was
written in the fifth century, also illustrates language diversity. The Life describes a boy who
becomes possessed by Christ and calls out in Syriac, which was his native tongue. He then
repeats himself in Greek, even though the boy did not speak Greek, and neither did his
mother.57 The Greek utterances, however, were understood by the priests and the bishops
who were present. Syriac was evidently the language of the commoners of Gaza, while the
learned classes at least understood Greek, even if it was not their first language. Similarly,
the Life of St Theodoret of Cyrrhus indicates that in Syria the most common language was
Syriac. However, government officials and the clergy understood at least some Greek. 58
The Life of Alexander Akimetes gives further evidence of the multilingual nature of
pre-crisis Byzantine society.59 Post-crisis linguistic and ethnic diversity is evident in the
Life of St Symeon the Holy Fool, who while playing the fool in a frontier town, pretends
that he only understands Syriac, the language of the under-class. As a learned Greek,
however, he is able to change his choice of language depending on the person with whom
he is interacting.60 Similarly, in the Miracles of St Artemios, we see Constantinople as the
main hub of an international trading network. References to diverse foreigners as separate
groups within the capital are common, and they are evidently able to make themselves
understood enough to carry on international trade.61 Evidently the linguistic and ethnic
diversity had survived into the post-crisis state, at least in major trading hubs like
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Constantinople and in frontier areas like Emesa.
In the Life of St John, the Almsgiver, the focus is the patriarch’s mission in the
Eastern regions of the Empire, particularly Palestine and Egypt. 62 The Life notes civic life
and the charity organizations that he established; for instance, over forty hospitals, each
with around 250 beds, specifically for the use of pregnant women. Let us stop and think
about that figure for a moment and engage in some creative math. Suppose a pregnant
women occupied a hospital bed for about a week. If all 250 beds for pregnant woman were
occupied near capacity all year round, this would indicate that about 12,000 women a year
gave birth in a hospital. If we estimate that women of child-bearing age made up as much
as one fifth of the population, we are looking at a population of perhaps 60,000.
Furthermore, suppose that only about half of the women giving birth in a given locale
would require the services of a charitable hospital, which would suggest an urban
population of perhaps 120,000 per locale with a hospital. St John the Almsgiver established
40 hospitals, indicating urban population in the many hundreds of thousands. This
hagiography also reveals much about the historical events in the early seventh century,
describing the chaos caused by the Byzantine/Persian wars and Byzantine infighting.
In a similar way, the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon describes provincial Anatolia
during the early crisis period of the Byzantine/Persian wars. While the wars do take place
only in the background of the hagiography, it is clear that this was a society under a good
deal of duress. The rural population that St. Theodore ministered to seemed to be
underserved by imperial authorities. In many vignettes from the Life, Theodore is called
upon to solve problems and provide leadership that seems to be lacking in the absence of
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central authority. Furthermore, the towns and villages seem troubled by natural disasters,
famine and floods, and again, Theodore provides leadership and relief where the imperial
authorities seem unable to respond.
Despite these hardships, the wars are only mentioned towards the end of the Life,
early in the hagiography, and the pressures inflicted on Byzantine society from the war are
more subtle. It is clear that imperial authority is distracted or disrupted, but there is little
indication of why. In this way, the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon gives a glimpse not only
into provincial Byzantine society, but the effects of war on the rural population. While the
rural Byzantine society in the Life seems to be under pressure, from the hagiography, we
still can catch a glimpse of provincial society. The Life is particularly revealing as to the
nature of day-to-day town and village life. The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon also has a
sub-theme of the history of memory. Throughout the Life we see the Byzantine population
constantly confronted with their Roman past, and largely misunderstanding it. The most
obvious example of this is when workmen uncover a shrine to Athena and believe it to be
dedicated to a demon. Even this early on in Byzantine history, the pagan imperial past was
either misunderstood, or perhaps even deliberately suppressed, at least amongst the
provincial population.
The Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit also take place in provincial Anatolia, but
they are more urban focused, taking place in the city of Euchaita. The city of Euchaita was
in the fourth through fifth centuries a small sized one, having been granted civic status by
the Emperor Anastasius in the early sixth century.63 The Miracles recount events in the
early to late seventh century. Throughout this period, the city obviously remains a
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settlement, and at least ecclesiastically an important one, based off the existence of lead
seals attesting to the presence of an archbishop. 64 While the city remained an important
settlement, it is unclear how populated it was. The Miracles are unclear, and the archeology
seems to indicate a smaller settlement. Regardless of the size of the settlement, the Miracles
recount the story of a city struggling to survive the seventh century crisis.
Throughout the Miracles, we see the city of Euchaita come under attack from the
Persians, and later in the Miracle collection, the Arabs. In the later Miracles, the urban
population temporarily abandons the town for fortified settlements outside of it, which may
reveal that some urban structures, such as the city walls, were beginning to suffer from lack
of maintenance. The Miracles also recount many “slice of life” events in the city of
Euchaita, revealing that it retained much of its urban nature, at least during the time period
of the hagiography. Ultimately, the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit reveal much about
day-to-day life in a provincial Byzantine city, but also, much about how a such a settlement
faced the events of the seventh century crisis.
The Miracles of St. Artemios have a very different tone than the other
hagiographies. While the seventh century Constantinople described in the Miracles may be
past its prime, much of the description of the urban landscape and the glimpses of everyday
life from the Miracles reveal a capital city that was in many ways still thriving, and still a
major trading entrepôt. In The Miracles of St Artemios, traders and travelers from all over
the Empire (and beyond) visited the saint’s relics; these travelers came from long distances
and from very remote provinces, and most of the destinations seem to have been maritime.
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The Miracles tell us that the most common destination was the imperial colonies in Africa
and even indicates the routes taken, from Africa to Chios or Rhodes, both islands in the
Aegean. Other travelers came from Sicily or Italy, again stopping off at the Aegean islands
or Thessaloniki. From The Miracles of St Artemios, one gets the impression that travel of
this sort seems to have been fairly common. Although some of Artemios’ clients were
wealthy, many were of modest means, so the cost of such travel cannot have been
prohibitive. Travel by ship must, therefore, have been available, and relatively affordable,
and such travel must have been fairly safe as well. Constantinople was the apparent center
of long-distance trade networks, as Artemios clients included a Persian doctor, Phrygians
from Asia Minor, Africans, and even Franks. Seventh-century Constantinople was a very
diverse place indeed.
Although language is not explicitly mentioned in the Miracles of St Artemios, one
can assume that these travelers were at least able to be understood in Constantinople,
probably learning some Greek as well as still speaking their native languages and
upholding their native customs.65 It also seems that foreigners commonly set themselves
up permanently in the capital, as the Persian doctor is referred to as a long-time resident of
the city. Hagiographic evidence indicates that long-distance trade and travel was not only
possible, but at least somewhat common. The trade routes that were in place before the
seventh-century crisis continued to be used. Sea travel was possible, as was long-distance
travel over land, by foot, or by caravan. Travelers who could afford it could expect a degree
of security; this security was better guaranteed for the higher social classes, who could
travel via ship, while the poor had to travel over land. Of course, while the Miracles reveal
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much about seventh century Constantinople, it is important to remember that the city was
still the imperial capital, and that it was rarely directly threatened during the crisis period.
The Miracles do make clear that Constantinople was an important center not only of the
government and the military, but also the connecting point of several major trade routes.
The city was a commercial hub, even in the depth of the crisis period.
By contrast, Thessaloniki, which features in the Life of St Theodore of Sykeon as
an important destination, and in the Miracles of St Artemios as a stopping point on the way
to Constantinople, had a harder go of things.66 In the Miracles of St Demetrius,
Thessaloniki was described as being under frequent attack from the Slavs and the Bulgars,
who were spreading throughout the Balkans.67 During times of peace however, the Slavs
settled nearby the city and traded with those who still lived there. The Miracles of St.
Demetrius describe the city of Thessaloniki during the late sixth through seventh centuries.
The Miracles, written as a series of vignettes, tell a story of near constant threat and
invasion of the Balkans, with the city of Thessaloniki being under siege in several different
miracle stories. In times of peace, we can see from the Miracles that the Byzantine
authorities made attempts to integrate the Slavs into Byzantine society. We also see the
Slavs settled near the city and openly trading with the urban population of Thessaloniki.
Ultimately, the Miracles of Thessaloniki are a valuable source for seventh century
Thessaloniki and portray how a city might survive the crisis period. The Miracles also raise
questions of ethnicity and identity, as we see Slavic war-leaders living in Byzantine cities
and adopting Byzantine dress and customs. Towards the end of the Miracles, we encounter
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a Byzantine exile leading a group of refuges that consists of Greeks and Slavs. Clearly,
there were attempts to integrate the Slavs into Byzantine society, and some Slavs that
preferred to live as Byzantines. Even in a crisis period, identity was a fluid concept.

Historiography
Establishing a clear historiography for the seventh century in Byzantium is somewhat
challenging. This was a frantic time of rapid change, of collapse and survival, of new
civilizations arising and old ones vanishing. States involved in total wars and battles for
survival often do not keep the best records. Due to what can probably be described as
something of a societal collapse, few contemporary sources from this period remain. This
has been a source of constant frustration for those who seek to study Byzantine history;
even Gibbon lamented the paucity of the sources available to him. 68 Simply put, the caste
of Roman historians, active since antiquity, went underground, spanning a period from
around 602 until the early 800s. This was undoubtedly at least in part due to the disruptions
caused by the crisis period, but it may also reflect the changing nature of Roman/Byzantine
history, which increasingly became more concerned with ecclesiastical affairs.
The few primary sources available tell a disjointed tale of retreat and retrenchment.
The reign of the Emperor Justinian was well documented by the court historian Procopius.
After his narrative ends circa 552, his contemporary Agathais of Myrina, another
chronicler, finishes Justinian’s reign.69 The reigns of his successors is covered by a certain
Menander, who was a royal guard in the court, and Theophylact of Simokatta, who writes
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until 602.70 After Theophylact, we have to rely on the poet George of Pisidia, who
described the defeat of the Sasanid Persians by the Emperor Heraclius in epic verse. His
narrative is much less a history and much more a poem, in the classical style praising his
master; he also breaks off in the year 629, before the Arab conquest that undid Heraclius’
life’s work. There is no record of any strictly Byzantine historian again until the year 815
when the Patriarch of Constantinople, Nikephoros, fills in the gap from the year 602 (when
Theopylact cuts off) until the year 769. He describes the events of the seventh century in
varying degrees of detail and is overall very concise. He was likely writing from documents
that he had on hand, probably some sort of court records, or perhaps records kept by the
clergy that are now lost to us. Another useful source is the Chronographia of Theophanes
the Confessor, who writes in detail on the Byzantine state as he understood it in the seventh
century. Like Nikephoros, however, he is writing long after the fact and since his version
of events largely parallels the Patriarchs, he too must have had access to much the same
sources.71
Beyond Byzantine borders, we can also rely on the Chronicle of John of Nikiou,
who records the Arab conquest of Syria and Egypt. John can be called a Byzantine source
as he was a clergyman, loyal to the Empire that was writing on its history. He also was
writing after the fact, but of events that had taken place in his lifetime and thus can be relied
upon as a reasonably accurate source. Until the advent of modern archeology, we simply
had to take the chronicler’s words at face value regarding the events that unfolded.
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Certainly, Gibbon had no choice.72 Modern techniques have shed some light on the era,
including the breadth of the economic and social crisis that gripped the Empire during this
period. They also testify to the survival of the Byzantine state as a structure that although
reduced, still can be said to have resembled the old Roman apparatus. 73
Because of the nature of the Seventh Century Crisis Period, scholars disagree about
the condition of the Byzantine state in this period, and the debate has too often been a
vitriolic polemic between those who believed the state collapsed and those who believe it
survived. The former point of view is provided by Alexander Vasiliev, Romilly Jenkins,
and Cyril Mango, who have argued that the Byzantine state broke down during this
period.74 Although now quite dated, Vasiliev argued that Byzantium nearly collapsed under
the pressure of the Arab invaders, and that the state’s survival was more luck than strength;
he also describes the cultural backwardness of Byzantium vis a vis the Arab Caliphate. His
is a history of an empire suffering almost constant retreat and territorial loss, rather than of
a state that managed to resist extinction for eleven hundred years. 75 Jenkins likewise
describes the seventh century as a “dark age” and the entire early medieval period of
Byzantium as a troubled and poorly documented.76 Cyril Mango takes this argument even
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further, stating rather dramatically that “With the death of Heraclius in 641, the Byzantine
Empire may be said to enter a dark tunnel from which it emerged greatly changed some
two centuries later. The events of these two centuries are known to us as only in the barest
outline, for the simple reason that the writing of history came to a halt.” 77 The impression
is of total collapse, and of undocumented seventh-century emperors, who had to be at least
partially legendary.
On the other hand, scholars such as George Ostrogorsky, John Bury, and John Julius
Norwich have argued that the Byzantine state weathered the seventh-century storm and
emerged more or less unchanged.78 This point of view, however, is by now very out of date.
Ostrogorsky portrays Byzantium as a vibrant culture that continued the Roman imperial
tradition and built upon it to create a truly unique society. 79 He acknowledges the seventh
century, particularly the reign of Heraclius, as a transformative period for the Byzantine
Empire, but he barely touches upon the full effects of the societal change that gripped the
state, with little reference to population decline and no mention of the disruption of trade
routes, which were either rerouted to avoid the Arab Caliphate, or taken over by them. 80
Bury admits to some decline during the seventh century, but interprets the information in
such a way to always portray Byzantium in an overly positive light. Reacting largely to
Edward Gibbon, who had described Byzantium as a society of wastrels, Bury attempted to
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interpret the same data in a way that showed the positive aspects of Byzantium. 81 John
Julius Norwich adopts a similar tone by simply glossing over the effects of the Arab
invasions, not mentioning population decline, or the breakdown of trade at all. 82
This collapse or continuation polemic has been somewhat ameliorated by a third
argument voiced by Bryan Ward-Perkins and Warren Treadgold, who have argued that
although the crises of the seventh century transformed Byzantium, there was considerable
continuity between the pre- and post-crisis states. Ward-Perkins describes the collapse of
urban structures, network connections, and state apparatus in the Roman Empire’s Western
provinces. He then contrasts this with the survival of the Byzantine Empire as not only a
state, but as a state with a powerful bureaucracy that was capable of managing a large
empire. Moreover, he posits that the military was strong enough to resist invasion, and that
the survival of urban structures and long-distance trading networks can be demonstrated
by numismatic, siliographic, and archeological sources.
Treadgold focuses on the effects that the military conflicts and subsequent territorial
losses had on Byzantine society. Of particular interest to this thesis, Treadgold details the
decline of the Byzantine city, the breakdown of urban society, and the massive loss of
population. He goes on to examine data from the Byzantine treasury and discusses the
economic ramifications of the loss of Syria and Egypt, the Empire’s most valuable and
prosperous provinces. Treadgold, however, ultimately sides with the argument that the state
saw continuity with some decline. He acknowledges the devastation that Byzantium had
suffered but asserts that few states have survived the types of losses that the Byzantines
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suffered in the seventh century and survived. Central to this argument is that although most
Byzantine cities lost between fifty and seventy percent of their populations, few cities were
completely abandoned, and many began to grow again in the eighth and ninth centuries.
More recently, John Haldon has fallen on the side of continuity. His work
Byzantium in the Seventh Century: The Transformation of a Culture makes the argument
that the seventh century crisis led to a transformation of Byzantine culture and society,
which while unique, was rooted in the continuation of Roman culture. More recent
scholarship from Haldon has furthered the continuity argument, framed within the
argument that Byzantine survival of the crisis period itself was a marker of societal
strength. This is most evident in his 2014 work The Empire that would not die: The Paradox
of Eastern Roman Survival. Haldon has also utilized hagiography in his research on the
city of Euchaita. These scholars use various sources, including written histories and
chronicles, official state documents, archeology, numismatics, and siliographics. However,
very few of them make use of hagiography as a major source, with the exception of Haldon
in his research on Euchaita.

Conclusion
At the end of the day, while this analysis of seventh-century hagiography will not
definitively solve once and for all the complex topic of transformation in seventh century
Byzantium, it does offer another tool to think with alongside diplomatics, numismatics,
and archaeology, in order to get a more nuanced and subtle view of an empire in transition.
While Byzantium, like most European and Near Eastern states, faced a crisis period in the
seventh century, this crisis was more transformative for Byzantium than it was destructive.
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The Empire survived, and with the Empire, so too, survived the state apparatus and the
urban culture that had been inherited from antiquity. The Roman East never abandoned its
legacy as the continuator of the Roman Empire, and its people and Emperor called
themselves Roman. Yet, in the seventh century, the Byzantine Empire came into its own:
the ancient trappings of the Roman state were exchanged for the mantle of a new imperial
order. Its operational language changed from Latin to Greek, and the vast, polyglot state
reduced in size. While it still retained many multinational aspects, Byzantium was on its
way to becoming distinctively Greek, Orthodox, Eastern, and Imperial.
The 600s were a transformative period; one might even say, transitional. The
beginning of the century saw the overthrow of the dynasty of Justinian, who had led
Byzantium to its greatest territorial extent. Thereafter, a war ensued with the ancient enemy
of the Romans, Persia, which saw nearly every Byzantine city in the east either destroyed
or captured. While the Emperor Heraclius was able to eventually take the battle to the
Persian heartland and defeat his rival Chorosus, the state machinery was weakened and
was in no condition to offer any resistance when the eastern territories were overrun again,
this time by the armies of Islam. The Byzantine state of 650 CE was a radically different
one from only fifty years previously; it was significantly less urban, noticeably less
wealthy, and considerably less populated. The empire had once held sway over lands that
stretched from Gibraltar to the Euphrates, but the state that had emerged by end of the
century was reduced physically to little more than Asia Minor and some far flung in Africa
and Italy.
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Chapter: 1 Symeon’s Edessa, Late Antiquity, and Urban Diversity

The Life and Conduct of Abba Symeon Called the Fool for the Sake of Christ gives
details about the Saint’s life and works in the Syrian city of Emesa in the late sixth or
perhaps early seventh century. The Life of St. Symeon the Holy Fool (hereafter referred to
as the Life) is a text that takes place almost entirely in an urban context. There is some
debate as to whether the locality described is actually Emesa, or Neapolis in Cyprus, due
to the fact that the author of the Life, the bishop Leontius, was resident in Neapolis in
Cyprus when he wrote the text. Nonetheless, the life describes an urban center in detail,
and is a useful source to get a glimpse of Byzantine urban life in the sixth and seventh
centuries. The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, therefore, gives a great deal of information
about life in a provincial Byzantine city. In particular, the Life gives a glimpse into the
diverse nature of the population of Emesa and the diverse nature of Byzantine cities in
Late Antiquity.
The version of the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool that I use comes from a
translation of the Life that was discussed by Derek Kruger in Symeon the Holy Fool:
Leontius's Life and the Late Antique City. This work, which features both a translation of
the Life and a discussion of the text, was my main source for this chapter. As a piece of
scholarship, Kruger discusses the nature of the holy fool in hagiography, the possibility
that the city described in the Life may not be Emesa, but rather Neapolis in Cyprus, as
well as offering a general commentary on the hagiography. Overall, Kruger is more
concerned with the ecclesiastical nature of the text but does discuss some of the urban
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features described in the Life.83 There is a fair amount of scholarship on the Life of
Symeon the Holy Fool. However, much of it focuses on the nature of Symeon’s mission
as a holy fool, and less on the urban setting of the hagiography. Lennart Rydén has
written about Holy Fools as a scholarly topic and has provided the main translation of the
Life of Andrew the Fool, which also discusses the nature of Symeon as a Holy Fool. He
also discusses the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool in Léontios Néapolis: Vie de Syméon le
Fou; (et) Vie de Jean de Chypre, although the main focus of this work is the author of the
hagiography, Leontius of Cyprus.84 Sergey Ivanov also discusses Symeon, again in
regard to his nature as a Holy Fool, in his 2006 work Holy Fools in Byzantium and
Beyond. While all of these works discuss Symeon, they do so in regard to his mission as a
Holy Fool, rather than with a focus on the urban nature of the setting of the Life. Among
the many urban settings Ambrahamse discusses in her dissertation Hagiographic Sources
for Byzantine Cities 500-900AD, the Life of Symeon features in the larger context of
Emesa as an urban setting, but without a succinct focus on the city in terms of its
description in the hagiography. This chapter, while discussing the role of the Holy Fool
in Byzantine hagiography, will focus on the urban nature of the setting described in the
Life.
In his guise as a fool, Symeon interacts with the various civilian citizens of the
city of Emesa in Northern Syria. His hijinks, while humorous to read, indicate that the
city, and by inference, most provincial Byzantine cities, had a division of social class, and
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a specialization of labor. There was an urban gentry and an urban underclass. The city
space itself reflected these social divisions, with the wealthy living in grand mansions,
while the poor lived in hovels outside the city walls. In addition to social diversity, the
city described in the Life also had some degree of ethnic diversity. There are several
people described in the Life as speaking in Syriac, rather than in Greek, as well as people
who seem to be from different places of origin, including an Ethiopian and a Jewish man.
Whichever city is described in the Life, it is possible to infer that most Byzantine urban
centers were at least somewhat diverse in their ethnic character.

The Holy Fool in Hagiography
The holy fool itself is a hagiographical figure that is present in several Saints’ Lives. In
Byzantine hagiography, the most prominent fools were Saint Symeon, Saint Philaretos,
and Saint Andrew. However, the term holy fool dates to much further back in Christian
tradition. In his letters to the Corinthians, St. Paul the apostle says, “We are fools for
Christ's sake, but ye are wise in Christ; we are weak, but ye are strong; ye are honorable,
but we are despised.”85 While Paul does not call for Christians to act as fools, he does say
that love of Christ can make one a fool. In a similar way, Old Testament prophets would
also behave in unusual ways such as wearing a yoke around one’s neck, wearing iron
horns as a sort of penitence, and undergoing elongated periods of fasting. 86 The holy
fools of Byzantine hagiographic tradition in many ways encapsulate this term when they
act the fool out of love for Christ and their fellow man. Holy Fools are often also used as
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a hagiographical device to say or observe what cannot be said or observed by others. 87
For instance, a fool can criticize authority, free of repercussion as his utterances are only
those of a madman. A fool can also criticize society as a whole, with his criticism only
being discernable to the reader, who knows the saint is in fact not mad. 88 Saints Symeon
and Andrew play the Holy Fool in an urban context, while Saint Philaretos acts the fool
in a more provincial one. Symeon plays the fool in the city of Emesa, Andrew plays the
fool in ninth or tenth century Constantinople, and Philaretos plays the fool in the province
of Paphlagonia on the Black Sea.
Holy Fools serve a variety of functions in hagiographic tradition. By feigning
madness, the fools are able to engage with society undetected, breaking free from isolated
monasticism and hiding their holy nature from the casual observer. 89 In the Life of
Symeon the Holy Fool, we see the saint doing all of these things. He observes society
undetected, offering a window into Byzantine society, and he is able to critique society
and even authority without fear of repercussion. The other Byzantine fools behave in a
similar fashion. In the Life of St. Andrew, we see the saint wearing a prayer mat into a
brothel and using the opportunity to lampoon a wealthy man who was patronizing the
establishment. Having done this, “he kicks and runs like an ass.” 90 Andrew as a fool is
able to criticize authority, and by acting outrageous (kicking like an ass) he is able to
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reaffirm his “madness” and avoid any repercussions.
St. Philaretos does not act the fool in the same way as Symeon and Andrew, rather
he acts in an unorthodox way by sharing his meals with the poor and is thus regarded by
society as a “fool.”91 While Philaretos does not act outrageously, he nonetheless is
considered a “fool,” and because of this he is able to criticize society and avoid the
repercussions of doing so. The Holy Fool as an archetype is thus able to offer a window
into society to the reader, to observe society undetected and even to criticize it without
fear. Because of Symeon’s calling as a “fool” we are thus able to observe the urban
society of Emesa through a unique lens.

The City in the Life
The city described in the Life also had a clearly functioning government, with frequent
references to both civic and imperial officials. While these sorts of characters do not
appear as often as those described in other hagiographies, such as The Miracles of St.
Artemios, they are still present. Their presence is all the more telling as Emesa was a
provincial city, and Constantinople, the focal point of the Miracles, was the imperial
capital. There is another group, described as the leading men of the city, who seem to be
local landowners, or perhaps representatives of the local civic government. The role of
this later group is somewhat ill defined, but from the Life they seem to be the wealthy and
the powerful of the city, but perhaps not those who held official power.
The Life also gives us a sense of the urban space of Emesa. 92 There are several
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urban structures that play a role in the Life including the city gates, the public theater, the
public baths, taverns, and the marketplace. There were even schools, of some sort, as the
saint performs a prophecy upon visiting one. We get a great deal of sense of the urban
character of the city described. While the city described in the Life might not be Emesa, it
is probably a good representative of a seventh century Byzantine city. 93
The Life also gives us a sense of the Byzantine economy, or at least how the
broader Byzantine economy interacted with a provincial city. Merchants are described as
going out of the city to purchase wine, and there are several different types of artisans and
craftsmen mentioned in the Life. There is also an urban underclass, representing
economic divisions and urban poverty. Overall, however, the economy of Emesa seems to
be functioning well, and despite its provincial status, the city seems prosperous.
Through a careful study of the Life, we can get a sense of what day to day life was
like for average Byzantine citizens in an urban settling. While, as with any hagiography,
the text is religious in nature, most of the religious activities in the Life take place in the
setting of daily life. There is a focus on the religious significance of daily activities, but in
delivering this message, these daily activities and anecdotes are described in unusually
descriptive detail.94 The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool gives us a great deal of
information about an urban Byzantine setting, to a degree that it ultimately does not
matter which city the Life is actually describing.
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Syria in the Byzantine Empire
It is also worth discussing Syria’s place in the larger Byzantine world, as well as the
political and religious situation of Syria in the period around that of the Life, the Syria of
the late sixth and early seventh century. By the time period covered here, Syria had been
a part of the Roman Empire for around seven centuries. While Roman rule was on the
whole stable, there were periods of warfare, mostly between the Romans/Byzantines and
the Persians. Syria, in the Byzantine context, was not one province, but rather a modern
geographic designation that consisted of the formerly Roman provinces of Syria Prima,
Syria Secunda, Euphrantesis, Osrhoene, and Phoenice. Roughly speaking, this is the
region between the coast and the Euphrates and between the Cilician Gates and the city
of Damascus. In the third century, Syria was briefly the seat of the breakaway Kingdom
of Palmyra. In the fifth and sixth centuries, Syria had also been shaken by a series of
revolts undertaken by the Samaritans. The Samaritans were an ethnic group who
practiced a sect of Judaism, who longed to create their own state. 95 These rebellions were
numerous in the fifth and sixth centuries, although largely localized. However, the
rebellion of 529 was frightening enough for the Byzantine authorities that they had to
send an organized response.96
The population of Roman Syria was quite diverse, with a mix of Greeks, Arabs,
and Jews, with some smaller populations possibly also evident. The population was
largely Hellenized, which was a process begun in the third century BCE by the
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Seleucids.97 The Hellenization of the population was in some ways incomplete. As many
inhabitants of Syria continued to speak Syriac as their primary language, it can be
broadly said that the urban population was Hellenized, while the rural population was less
so.98 Beginning in the fifth century, the region was settled by Arab tribes from Yemen.
These tribes settled and were recognized by Rome as foederati. 99 The most prominent of
these tribes, the Ghassanids, become erstwhile Roman allies, even converting to
Christianity and taking over much of the responsibility of securing the frontier. 100
While it is impossible to know how many Arab tribesmen migrated, it can be said
that at least to a degree the Arabization of Syria predated the later invasions by the Arab
Caliphate.101 The Ghassanids however ruled as kings in their own right, albeit vassal
kings to the Romans/Byzantines. Likely more concerning from the point of view of the
imperial authorities was the fact that the Ghassanite Arabs practiced
Miaphysite Christianity, which was regarded by the Chanceledonian church as
heretical.102 The Roman Syria that we encounter in the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool was
a very ethnically and religiously diverse place, perfunctorily unified by
Romano/Byzantine identity, Hellenic culture, and Christianity. Under the surface,
however, there were clear ethnic, linguistic, and religious divisions. While the Ghassanid
Arabs and the Miaphysite Christians do not appear in the Life this background of vision
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and uncertainty is present.

Image 1.1 Byzantine Levant and Syria

The Urban Space in the Life
It is clear that Leontius did not know Symeon personally. Symeon was active in Emesa in
the middle of the sixth century, while Leontius is writing nearly a century after. Leontius
claims to be writing from the testimony of a deacon who had been Symeon’s confessor.
Considering the distance in years between the actual life of Symeon, and the writing of
Leontius, it seems unlikely that this assertion was true. 103 It seems possible that Leontius
was writing from oral traditions or written accounts of the saint that he had access to, and
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his claim to have access to a confidant of the Saint should be considered either a narrative
device, or some sort of claim at legitimacy, a possibility that Ambrahamse discusses in
her dissertation.104
Whether or not Leontius knew Symeon, he was clearly familiar with the urban
topography of a Byzantine city as well as the lifestyle and social norms or urban dwellers
in the seventh century. The Emesa described in the Life has many features that were
likely typical of late antique cities in Byzantium. The city described has walls, suburbs
outside of them, a main gate, a church, a bathhouse, a theater, a few taverns, at least some
of which seem to have been the drinking places of the working class, an industrial area
with workshops, a colonnade, and an agora. These features certainly describe a city, and a
relatively prosperous one at that, but perhaps not a specific urban area. 105 Whether or not
Leontius had ever been to Emesa, he seemed familiar with the people and cities of his
time, and especially everyday working-class life. Leontius evidently had a good
understanding of urban areas within a provincial setting. 106 All the same, the portrait of
Emesa in Leontius’s Life of St. Symeon do not seem to describe a specific city, but rather
is a generalization of urban features that would have been present in most Byzantine
cities of the day.107 Byzantine cities, in late antiquity had some common features, and
these features are apparent in the city that is the setting for Symeon’s Life.
One of the first physical urban features mentioned in the Life are the city walls.
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Walls are an interesting feature, both topographically, as well as in a literary sense. In
hagiographies, walls, and to a lesser degree, gates, represent the physical limits of urban
spaces. They are the entry point to a city for travelers, and in these hagiographies, the
walls often represent the limits of civilization and imperial authority. 108
Another common urban feature is the marketplace or agora. The agora in
Symeon’s Life seems to play the role of being the primary public space in the city. The
agora was divided into a public square of sorts and the colonnades. This is where people
met to discuss, gossip, and occasionally trade. As a figure engaged with the public, most
of Symeon’s activity in the Life takes place in the market.
Most cities in the sixth and seventh centuries still seemed to have had theaters.
Theaters in Roman cities served as both a place for entertainment, but also as a place for
political meetings and public gatherings. By the seventh century however, theaters seem
to have lost much of their civic function and to have been mainly places for public
entertainment.109 In the Life, the theater seems to be no longer a place of high theater;
rather, it is the performance place of lower-class entertainment such as clowns and
mimes. “One day, some mimes were putting on a performance in the theater. One of them
was a juggler. The righteous one wanted to put a stop to such an evil thing.” 110
There may have been an element of sex work associated with the theater, as well.
Symeon, in his guise as a fool, took about trying to convert the actresses of the Theater to
a more pious lifestyle. One actress is referred to as a dancing girl, while others are
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referred to as disreputable women. “The blessed one had advanced to such a level of
purity and impassivity that often he skipped and danced, holding hands with one dancinggirl on this side and another on that, and he associated with them and played with them in
the middle of the whole circus, so that the disreputable women threw their hands into his
lap, fondled him, poked him, and pinched him.”111
The Emesa that features in the Life also had urban settings such as baths and
taverns. In the Life, both of these spaces seem to have taken on a somewhat seedy
reputation.112 In the case of the baths, they were clearly an affordable place to wash, as
even in the guise of a fool, Symeon had no problem affording the entry. Furthermore, the
baths seem to have been segregated into a men’s and women’s section, as in one event in
the Life, Symeon tried to enter the baths through the lady’s entrance.
Deacon John cried out to him, ‘Where are you going, Fool? Wait, that’s the women’s!’
The wonderful one turned and said to him, ‘Go away, you idiot, there’s hot and cold
water here, and there’s hot and cold water there, and it doesn’t matter at all whether (I
use) this one or that.’ And he ran and entered into the midst of the women, as in the
presence of the Lord of glory. The women rushed against him, beat him, and threw him
out.113

This is an interesting event, as it shows that even in late antiquity the baths were a
common gathering place, and a gathering place that was affordable even to the lower
classes. Indeed, Symeon makes a reference to the egalitarian nature of the baths in a
lecture to his follower the Deacon John.
The God-loving deacon (John) asked him, when he told him his whole life, ‘For God’s
sake, father, how did you feel when you entered into the women’s bath?’ He said,
‘Believe me, child, just as a piece of wood goes with other pieces of wood, thus was I
there. For I felt neither that I had a body nor that I had entered among bodies, but the
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whole of my mind was on God’s work, and I did not part from Him.’ Some of his deeds
the righteous one did out of compassion for the salvation of humans, and others he did to
hide his way of life.114

Government and Authority
While references to the imperial government in the Life are sparse, with only a few
references to civic or imperial authorities, there is also not any indication of a lack of
authority that we see in other hagiographies, notably The Life of Theodore of Sykeon.
There is some evidence of a functioning imperial and civic government in the Life with
references to “notable” men and “outstanding men,” meaning, men who were foremost in
the city.115 These men also seem to have been the most wealthy, meaning that there was
some connection between wealth and political power.116 We also have a hint of local
government, as a village near Emesa was referred to as being run by a “head man.” This
village leader travelled to Emesa to inquire about the works of Symeon firsthand.

117

Another example of authority, in this case imperial, comes from the “governor”
introduced in the Life. This governor clearly had a great deal of secular authority, even
serving as judge and jury for those accused of crimes, including murder.
I said before that he performed a miracle for the God-loving man who also narrated this
life for us. The manner of the miracle was this: Some criminals committed a murder, and
taking the corpse, they threw it through the window into the house of that most Godbeloved man. This caused not a little trouble: the matter came to the attention of the
governor, and he decided that Deacon John should be hanged.118
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This governor had not only secular authority over the province of Palestine, but also
authority over the legal system.

Economy and Trade
There is a good deal of evidence regarding the Byzantine economy, and the economy of
Emesa in the Life, both in terms of mentions to trade and commerce, but also to different
lifestyles and socio-economic stratification. In the Life, there are also references to
currency and its uses in commercial enterprise. This trade seems to have been local
commerce between cities and the nearby villages.119 Craftsmen and merchants were the
cornerstone of the urban Byzantine economy in the same way that farmers were the basis
of not only the rural Byzantine economy, but the economic system as a whole.
As The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool is an urban text, it features men like bakers,
tavern keepers, fruit sellers, cooks, and artisans such as glass blowers. 120 The glass blower
in question was a Jew. Indeed, Syria had a reputation for glass blowing; Jewish craftsmen
of the sort were particularly well regarded.121 We know that currency was being used in
Emesa, and that in some cases at least, a good deal of currency was in circulation. In one
of Symeon’s miracles, he helps a rich man to recover 500 gold coins that he had lost.
Someone in Emesa stole a sum of five hundred gold pieces, and when (the owner) looked
for them, Abba Symeon came upon him, and the man, wishing to encourage himself, said
to him, ‘Can you do something, idiot, so that the coins are found?’ And Symeon said to
him, ‘If you wish, yes.’ And he said to him, ‘Do it, and if they are found, I will give you
ten.’ The Fool said to him, ‘Do everything I tell you, and you will find them in your money
chest tonight.’ So he promised him with an oath that he would obey him in anything he
might say, except if he told him to do something indecent.
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While this man was wealthy, and his possession of this much money does not, in and of
itself indicate a cash economy in Emesa, there are often smaller sums of money referred to
in the Life as well.122 Symeon uses small coins to buy himself pastries after a long fast, and
an oracle or soothsayer is referred to as being paid in coins. 123 It is worth mentioning that
this prophetess was also paid in food and clothing, as well. “During this time there was a
woman clairvoyant and maker of amulets who performed incantations. The righteous one
contrived to have her as a girlfriend and gave her things he had collected from those who
gave him presents, whether coins or bread or even clothing.”124 This could be indicative of
the monetary economy breaking down, or, it could be an example of the underclass not
having access to the same economic instruments that the wealthy and middle classes did.

Diversity and Life
The Life also describes everyday life in Emesa, including daily tasks, and some discussion
of religious belief and education. There is also some reference to diversity as both
Ethiopians and Jews are referenced as being in Emesa in the Life. There are other mentions
of diversity in the Life, and this diversity takes the form of economic diversity, ethnic
diversity, and religious diversity. The focus on everyday experience in the Life and the
nature of Symeon’s mission, to observe unmolested in the guise of a fool, emphasized the
religious significance of everyday events.125 In many cases however, the line between a
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discussion of economic stratification in the Life and the discussion of everyday life is a
blurred one. We know very little of Byzantine educational systems during this period. There
are references in the hagiographical texts to village schools and city schools, as well as
schools in monasteries.126 In the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, these schools are either
village or monastery schools. In Symeon the Holy Fool we have a reference to urban
schools. Emesa seemed to have several, perhaps dedicated to different subjects. In one
event in the Life, Symeon visits all of the schools in the city to warn of an approaching
plague.127
For once when a plague was about to come upon the city, he went around to all the schools
and began to kiss the children, saying to each of them, as in jest, ‘Farewell, my dear.’ He
did not kiss all of them, but only those whom the grace of God made known to him. And
he said to the teacher at each school, ‘In God’s name, idiot, do not thrash the children whom
I kiss, for they have a long way to go.’ The teachers mocked him, sometimes giving him a
whipping; sometimes also the teacher nodded to the children and they ridiculed him
publicly. When the plague came, not one of the children whom Abba Symeon had kissed
remained alive, but they all died.128

We can observe a great deal of economic diversity in the Life. One of the earliest
interactions Symeon has is with a Phouska129 seller and his wife, who took pity on and fed
the seemingly addled Saint.
According to God’s plan, a phouska-seller saw him, who did not know that he was playing
the fool… The phouska-seller’s wife said to her husband, ‘Where did you find us this abba?
If he eats like this, it’s no use trying to sell anything! For while I observed him, he ate about
a pot full of lupines.’ But they did not know that he had given away all the rest of the pots
to fellow monks and others—the beans, the lentil soup, the desert fruits, all of it. 130

This merchant was selling what amounts to a working man’s lunch. Lupines would be the
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Byzantine equivalent of baked beans, which survives in a fashion as the Turkish dish Kuru
Fasulye.131 Phouska was a drink made from vinegar and herbs. It may have been mildly
alcoholic, and it was a popular beverage of the Roman and then Byzantine working class. 132
Phouska shops seem to have been a fairly common fixture of Emesa (and presumably most
Byzantine cities of the time) as a Phouska shop is mentioned again later in the Life. “They
sought him out and found him in the phouska-seller’s shop, eating beans like a bear.” 133
There is another merchant of a similar sort, as Symeon also steals nuts from a pastry chef
who was selling his goods inside a church. 134
Symeon also ends up in the temporary employ of a tavern, where he served as a
combination of a barback and comic relief. “Once he earned his food carrying hot water in
a tavern. The tavern keeper was heartless, and he often gave Symeon no food at all,
although he had great business, thanks to the Fool. For when the townspeople were ready
for a diversion, they said to each other, “Let’s go have a drink where the Fool is.” 135
Similarly, actors in the theater and prostitutes would have been members of the lower class,
and throughout the Life we often see Symeon interacting with these characters. The lines
between the two may well have been blurred, as at one point Symeon holds hands with a
“dancing girl” that was earlier referred to as being in the theater.136 The mule driver who
Symeon encourages to open a tavern could be considered a member of the underclass, as
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well. However, since he was later able to open his own business, this may also be an
example of social mobility. “It is worth relating in my writing about Symeon the thing he
did for a certain wretched but worthy mule driver. For the mule driver was merciful and
through a series of accidents had bad luck in business.” 137 Clearly, there was an urban
underclass in Emesa, and for this underclass, life was either quite menial or quite
exploitative.
There was something of a middle class in Emesa, or at least a class of workers
whose existence was beyond subsistence. The Jewish man who later converts to
Christianity after encountering Theodore in the baths is referred to as an “artisan.” 138 He
may have even been a member of the glass blowers, who were known to be active in Emesa,
and artisans of this sort were often Jewish.139 Other members of this class may be the
merchants of Emesa. While some merchants, like the Phouska seller and the pastry chef
were clearly poor, others were clearly at least somewhat well off. There was a group or
merchants that travelled from Emesa to Jerusalem to celebrate Easter.
Once some Emesans went to the holy city during Eastertide to celebrate the feast. One of
them descended to the holy Jordan to pray. And when he visited the caves, he gave gifts to
the fathers. It happened that Abba John, Abba Symeon’s brother, met the Emesan merchant
in the desert by God’s design. When the merchant saw him, he threw himself on the ground,
begging for a blessing from him.140

There were also wealthy in the Life. We see an event where Symeon enters the
house of a wealthy patron, and one of the household slaves had a liaison with a member of
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the circus factions. “It was the saint’s habit to enter into the houses of the wealthy and
clown around, often even pretending to fondle their female slaves. For example, one day a
certain circus faction member had got a slave girl of one of the notables pregnant.”141
Another example of a wealthy citizen in Emesa was the man who lost 500 gold coins and
needed the intercession of Symeon to recover them.142
One of the most noteworthy examples of diversity in the Life is the use of language.
In the Life. we see two languages being used, Syriac and Greek, and the way in which these
languages are used. Greek seems to be the official language, and the language of
government, and perhaps, the language of the upper class. Syriac, on the other hand, seems
to have been the language of everyday use, and perhaps the usage of Syriac as one’s
primary language was indicative of a lower social class. Early in the Life we see that
Symeon as a young man chooses to communicate with his friend in Syriac, presumably so
that the other members of their party would not understand them. “Therefore they formed
one party. When they descended the slope to Jericho and passed through the city, John saw
the monasteries all around the holy Jordan, and said in Syriac to Symeon, ‘Do you know
the ones who dwell in these houses which are before us?’ ” 143 At the same time, this early
incident makes note that the men were educated in Greek. “They had been thoroughly
instructed in Greek letters and endowed with much intellect.” 144 Later in the Life a leader
from a village near Emesa comes to the city, seeking to see Symeon himself. He finds
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Symeon in the company of prostitutes, and remarks to himself, in Syriac, of the absurdity
of the situation.
There was a certain village headman living near Emesa, and when he heard about Symeon’s
way of life, he said, ‘Believe me, if I saw him, I would know if he’s pretending or if he
really is an idiot.’ Therefore, he came to the city and found Symeon by chance while one
prostitute was carrying him and another was whipping him. Immediately the village
headman was scandalized, and he reasoned with himself and said in Syriac, ‘Does Satan
himself not believe that this false abba is fornicating with them?’145

While scandalized by Symeon’s antics, what is more telling, in regards to this discussion,
is the use of Syriac by the village elder. Presumably, in the villages, the inhabitants spoke
Syriac, and in the cities, Greek was the language used, at least in an official capacity. Syriac
is also used, apparently involuntarily by a man who cursed in anger after Symeon “anointed
his eyes with mustard.” While this anointment did result in the mans’ eyes being healed,
the process was quite painful, and upon his eyes being burned, he angrily yelled in Syriac.
“Finally, in a mad rage he swore in Syriac, ‘By the God of Heaven, even if my two eyes
should suddenly leap (from their sockets), I will do whatever the Fool told me.’ And he
washed himself as Symeon told him. Immediately his eyes were healed, clear as when he
was born, so that he honored God.”146 This event is also interesting as it reveals that
generally, this man spoke in Greek; however, when angry, he unconsciously swore in
Syriac, his native language.
There are examples of religious diversity in the Life. Both Jews and other
Christians appear in the text. While the appearance of these religions does seem to
indicate a degree of religious diversity, it must be noted that when people of other
religions appear in this hagiography, it is often within the context of them abandoning

145

Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool: Leontius's Life and the Late Antique City (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1996), 156.
146
Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool: Leontius's Life and the Late Antique City (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1996), 161.

57

their religion and adopting Orthodox Christianity. In an encounter with a Jew, who was
patronizing the baths at the same time as Symeon, the Jew realizes the nature of Symeon,
and because of this, he converts to Christianity. “One of the city’s artisans wanted to
unmask Symeon when he had perceived his virtue. For one time he saw Symeon at the
baths conversing with two angels. Now the artisan was a Jew, and he blasphemed Christ
all the time. The saint appeared to him in his sleep and told him to say nothing about
what he saw.”147 While the Jew in this case converts to Christianity after witnessing
Symeon’s holy nature, this incident still reveals that the presence of Jewish people was at
least somewhat typical in Byzantine cities.
In a separate incident, Symeon convinces a Jewish glass blower to convert to
Christianity after playing a joke on him,
Another time he was sitting with his brothers (in poverty) and warming himself near a
glassblower’s furnace. The glassblower was Jewish. And Symeon said to the beggars,
joking, ‘Do you want me to make you laugh? Behold, I will make the sign of the cross
over the drinking glass which the craftsman is making, and it will break.’ When he had
broken about seven, one after the other, the beggars began to laugh, and they told the
glassblower about the matter, and he chased Symeon away, branding him. As he left,
Symeon screamed at the glassblower, saying, ‘Truly, bastard, until you make the sign of
the cross on your forehead, all your glasses will be shattered.’ And again, after the
(glassblower) broke thirteen others, one after the other, he was shattered and made the
sign of the cross on his forehead. And nothing ever broke again. And because of this, he
went out and became a Christian.148

Another religious group that appears are members of the Acephalic sect.
Acephalic Christians were those who denied the authority of the organized church, but
were at the same time, still practicing Christians. In an event that mirrors their lack of
respect for authority, the Acephalic Christians find their market stalls ransacked by a
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demon, and the only respite from the demon’s antics is to fully convert to the Orthodox
faith. From the life: “For they were members of the sect of Acephalic heretics. After he
left her, behold the next day at the same hour, the black man came and again smashed
everything in sight. In dire straits, they became Orthodox, taking Symeon to be a sorcerer.
They did not dare to tell anyone about him, although every day the Fool came by and
jeered at them.”149
Even a provincial town such as the one described in the Life of Symeon the Holy
Fool was quite cosmopolitan and diverse. This diversity took several forms. There was
certainly economic diversity, although this diversity was more of a disparity. There were
clearly wealthy citizens in Emesa, wealthy merchants, leading citizens, and members of
the circus factions. These wealthy citizens had a lifestyle and access to resources far
beyond those of the lower classes. There was also something of a middle class, made up
of merchants and artisans. Emesa also had a clear underclass, made up of merchants who
mostly sold food and drink, or ran stalls in the market. Somewhat more disenfranchised
would have been the theater workers and the prostitutes.
There was also religious diversity in Emesa. There were Jewish residents of the
city mentioned several times, as well as members of a heretical Christian sect. While
those of other religions are always portrayed in something of a negative tone, their
appearance in the Life does seem to indicate that most Byzantine cities would have had a
degree of religious diversity. There also seems to be some linguistic, or perhaps ethnic
diversity in Symeon’s Emesa, as well. There are several references to people in the Life
who use Syriac as another language. Those who used Syriac seem to have been somewhat
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marginalized, so it may have been a scenario where those in the cities would have spoken
Greek, and those in the countryside would have had Syriac as their main language.

Conclusion
The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool is a good source for the daily life of a provincial
Byzantine city in the early seventh century. Because of the nature of Symeon’s mission,
to observe life undetected in the guise of a fool, we can make the assumption that most
daily events depicted were typical for Byzantine cities of the time reflect day to day life.
While there is a debate as to which city is being depicted in the Life, be it a city on
Cyprus or Emesa itself, ultimately, what is depicted in the Life is a provincial Byzantine
city. When looked at from this perspective, the name of the city depicted in the Life is
somewhat superfluous. If it is Emesa, we get a good glimpse of the actual city named in
the Life. If the city in question is not Emesa, we catch a view of a provincial city
elsewhere in the Empire, most likely in Cyprus. Whatever city is depicted in the Life, we
are able to access a good description of the urban topography of a Byzantine city. We can
tell that this city had a large public marketplace, which was not only a place of commerce
but also a place of public gathering and discourse. We receive a description of the baths
in the city as well. Baths were important social structures in Roman times, and from the
Life we can see that they still were in Late Antique Byzantium. Another important urban
feature in the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool was the theater. In Ancient Rome the theater
was a place of culture, and often of public gathering and discourse. By Symeon’s time,
the theater seems to have taken on a seedier reputation. The final urban fixture of note
were the city walls. In Symeon’s Life the city walls seem to have been a place of division
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between the poorer and wealthier quarters of the city.
From the Life we can get a glimpse of the day-to-day life in a Byzantine city.
While much about the daily life of the city is revealed, there are some areas where more
detail can be gleamed. We get a sense of government and authority from the Life.
However, much of this detail is largely superfluous, such as the presence of a governor,
who presumably represented imperial authority. More revealing is the presence of local
government, represented in Emesa by figures described as “leading men.” There is not a
great deal of detail as to what these figures did in the city, but we get the sense that they
were both wealthy and powerful. Most interestingly, we see in the Life a brief description
of local authority on the village level. This figure, referred to as the “Head Man” in the
Life, seems to have had ultimate decision making for his community.
Most of the information that can be inferred from the Life is regarding the
Byzantine economy, as well as urban diversity. In the Life, the lines between economics
and urban diversity are often quite blurred. On an economic level, Emesa seems to have
had two distinct classes. It has a wealthy leisured class, who seem to run the city, and an
underclass that seems to struggle with daily survival and to express their frustration
through familiar vices such as alcohol, violence, and prostitution. There may be a third
class, something of a middle class, represented by the merchants of the city. On a
diversity level, there was clearly economic diversity in the city. Beyond economics
though, there was clearly cultural and linguistic diversity. It is possible that this linguistic
diversity represented some level of ethnic diversity. Overall, we can say that the city
represented in the Life, whether Emesa, or an imagined version of it, was a very diverse
place, and that it is possible that this diversity was common among the urban centers of
the Empire for a while.
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Chapter 2: St. John the Almsgiver and Alexandria – Stability in a Time of Crisis.

Egypt had been under Roman control since around 30BCE. After the death of Cleopatra
VII, the last of the Ptolemys, the country found itself transitioned from a Roman client to
a Roman province. As a Roman province, it was incredibly stable, and economically
productive. The grain surplus from Egypt fed Rome until the fourth century and allowed
the city of Rome to maintain a size far larger than would have been possible from only
local resources.
After the building of Constantinople, by the Emperor Constantine in 330CE, the
surplus of Egypt was re-routed to the new imperial capital. Rome, thereafter, had to make
do with the excess grain from Sicily and Africa. Rome’s population subsequently
declined throughout the fourth and fifth centuries, while the population of Constantinople
grew. After the death of the Emperor Theodosius in 395, the new order became
permanent, with the once indivisible Roman Empire splitting into the Western Roman
Empire and the Eastern Roman Empire, the latter of which is known to us of course as
the Byzantine Empire. Egypt thus became a Byzantine province, and until the midseventh century, a very important one.

Egypt as a Byzantine Province
Egypt, as a Byzantine province, initially functioned very similarly to Egypt as a Roman
province. The excess grain supply of Egypt was used to feed the imperial capital of
Constantinople.150 Egypt, geographically, entailed the Nile Valley and the Nile Delta.
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There was little rainfall, and the rest of the country was desert. The Nile Valley and the
Nile Delta relied on the yearly flood of the Nile to provide rich earth and water for
crops.151 The Nile provided not only water for crops, but also a means of transporting
them. Crops grown along the Nile could be sailed upriver to the major ports, the chief
most of which was Alexandria, and were thereafter shipped to Constantinople. 152
Although grain was the main export, the province of Egypt also produced gold and
sandstone from the eastern desert and salt from the western desert. 153
Egypt as a province was extremely economically productive. During most of the
Roman and Byzantine period it was a “test case for stability.” It gives us an idea of what
the Roman world might have looked like under ideal economic conditions, as Egypt
rarely suffered external invasions and even more rarely faced economic disruption. 154
Owing to its large economic output and “stability,” the Nile could and did support a large
population. It is estimated that the population of Byzantine Egypt may have been about 4
million people.155 Of this population, it is estimated that around a third of it may have
been urban.156 This would be a figure far larger than anywhere else in the RomanoByzantine world. In most regions, the population split would have been about a tenth
urban and the rest rural. If these figures are even remotely accurate, Egypt would have
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not only been a vital part of the Mediterranean economy, but the major engine of it. The
eventual loss of Egypt was tremendously disruptive for the Byzantine economy. It was
the loss of this province that ended the old Roman economic system in the
Mediterranean.157

Image 2.1 Place names mentioned in The Life of St. John the Almsgiver

The Special Case of Egypt
Despite the importance of Egypt as a province, it was always regarded as “different” from
the rest of the Empire.158 This difference was multifaceted. It was different economically,
but also different in terms of religion and culture. Arianism had arrived in Egypt in the
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fourth century. This early religious dispute foreshadowed later religious divisions
between the Monophysites (Coptic) and the Chanceledonian (Orthodox) sects of
Christianity, which arose in the fifth and sixth centuries. 159 For much of the ecclesiastical
history of Egypt, there were two Patriarchs of Alexandria, one Monophysite (Coptic) and
one Chanceledonian (Orthodox), and both held religious and political influence in the
Empire.160 The official creed according to Constantinople may have been Orthodox, but
the majority of the Egyptian population was likely Coptic. Despite the population being
Coptic, the Orthodox church in Alexandria welded considerable power. By the seventh
century, the church was a large landowner.161 In the seventh century, at least two
Patriarchs, St. John the Almsgiver, the saint that will be discussed in this chapter, and the
Patriarch Kyros/Cyrus served as the highest political as well as ecclesiastical authority in
Egypt.162 Despite the clear mix of secular and religious authority held by the Orthodox
Patriarch, the Coptic Patriarch was tolerated, and at times held more political sway than
his Orthodox contemporary.163
Culturally, Egypt was different from the rest of the Empire, as well. In most of the
Byzantine provinces, such as Asia Minor, Southern Italy, Sicily, Greece, the Balkans, and
even much of Syria, the lingua franca was Greek. From what records we have, the
majority of the population spoke Greek as their main language. Those who were literate
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largely wrote in Greek and the legal language was Greek.
In Syria, there was a minority population that spoke Syriac. However, as I
discussed in my chapter on Symeon the Holy Fool, this population was both a minority,
and likely an underclass. In Egypt however, there seems to have been a largely bilingual
population, which was fluent in both Greek and their native Coptic. The linguistic
difference may have been an indicator of class, with the upper-class speaking Greek and
the lower-class speaking Coptic, and both groups using Greek as the legal language. The
argument for this is tenuous.164
While language may be an indicator of identity, ethnic identity is a hard thing to
discuss in absolutes in the Romano-Byzantine world. Certainly, ethnic identity was less
linked to appearance, and more linked to culture, but beyond that, firm statements on
ethnicity are murky. Nonetheless, there is a distinct difference in terms of identity, if not
ethnicity, between the Egyptians and nomadic groups, named as the Nobades, the
Blemmyes, the Berbers, and the Saracens. These groups were nomadic groups that
interacted with Byzantine Egypt as sometimes raiders and sometimes merchants. They
did not seem to be a distinct ethnic group, but rather have tribal identities linked to their
nomadic lifestyle.165
These ethnic designations show that the Egyptian population was to a degree seen
as an “other” by the rest of Byzantine society. In seventh century Egypt, the Byzantine
government faced a restive population that felt alienated religiously, and possibly
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culturally, but was nonetheless a population that the imperial government relied upon. 166
The economic necessity of Egypt is in fact the most likely explanation for the tolerance
of the Coptic creed. It also helps explain the influence of Egyptian political leaders, be
they secular or ecclesiastical, or, as was often the case, both. 167
Throughout the seventh century and especially after the recovery of the province
in 629, imperial authorities tried to find an answer for the Coptic question. Eventually,
the Emperor Heraclius, Kyros/Cyrus of Alexandria, and Sergios of Constantinople
proposed a compromise that encompassed the ideas of both Orthodoxy and the Coptic
creed. This compromise called Mono-Energyism stated that Christ had two natures,
human and divine, but one energy.168 Unfortunately, the idea did not catch on. Like most
compromises, it satisfied neither party. Nonetheless, the attempt to compromise shows
the importance of Egypt to the imperial authorities.

The Loss of Stability
Although viewed as a “stable” province throughout the fourth, fifth, and much of the
sixth centuries, by the later sixth and seventh centuries, Egypt was facing some pressures.
While the religious differences represented internal pressures, which were somewhat
mitigated by a semi-tolerant attitude by the imperial authorities, the new pressures were
largely external. From the sixth century onwards, raids by the nomadic groups mentioned
above became more common, particularly in the towns of southern Egypt. The imperial
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garrisons in these areas seemed unable to contain the raiders as they had done so in the
past.169 This could be a symptom of declining imperial authority and of an Empire
struggling to contain external threats from the Sasanian and Gothic fronts, which had
reduced garrisons in many of the provinces.
It is worthy of note that the imperial authorities also had trouble collecting taxes
from provincial Egyptian towns, which may by another sign of declining state
authority.170 It is also possible that the imperial authorities no longer saw the benefit to
protecting a population that was at best resentful, and at worst restive. In turn, this
population was reluctant to pay their taxes.
In the early seventh century, the stability of Egypt declined further, to match the
overall decline of stability in the Byzantine world. Egypt initially joined the revolt against
Maurice in 602 and supported the usurper Phocas. When the future Emperor Heraclius
revolted against Phocas in 608, he sent his brother Theodore to gain the loyalty of Egypt.
It is in the aftermath of this that St. John the Almsgiver became the Patriarch of
Alexandria, and the highest imperial authority in the province. In 619, during the Persian
Wars that followed Heraclius’ ascension as Emperor, Egypt was conquered by the
Sasanian Persians.
The Empire eventually recovered the province of Egypt in 628, but we know little
of the interregnum between the restoration of Byzantine authority and the invasion of the
Arabs in 640CE. What little we do know paints a picture of internal division, with some
accepting the authority of Kyros/Cyrus the Orthodox Patriarch, and others adhering to the
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authority of Benjamin, the head of the Coptic church. 171 The Life of St. John the
Almsgiver takes place in this tumultuous time, between Egypt joining Heraclius’ revolt
and the Sasanian conquest.

The Life of St. John the Almsgiver
The Life of St. John the Almsgiver was written by Bishop Leontius of Cyprus in the midseventh century, some thirty years after the death of the Patriarch John who was the subject
of the Life. Leontius, like John the Almsgiver, was a native of Cyprus, and it was to Cyprus
that St. John fled to after the fall of Alexandria to the Sasanian Persians. 172 Although we
cannot know for certain, with these facts in mind, it is likely that St. John the Almsgiver
and Bishop Leontius of Cyrpus were familiars. Leontius may have even been recounting
the Life of St. John the Almsgiver from his firsthand interactions with the Patriarch Saint.
It is also more likely that any depictions of urban life in Alexandria are more accurate, as
Leontius was either writing from his own experiences in Alexandria as a part of St. John’s
entourage or writing very soon after the fact from his familiarity with the Patriarch.
Further validating the veracity of the Life of St. John the Almsgiver are references
to several historic events: the fall of Jerusalem to the Persians, the invasion of Syria, and
the eventual fall of Egypt. This is an important consideration, as Leontius also writes the
Life of Symeon the Holy Fool. As the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool takes place in the city
of Emessa in Syria, we cannot necessarily assume the same firsthand knowledge when the
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Life of Symeon is discussed. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, it is possible that the city
described in the Life of Symeon may be a generic provincial city, and not Emesa.
The Life of St. John the Almsgiver contains considerable detail about the life and
mission of St. John the Almsgiver, who was at that time the Patriarch of Alexandria and the
highest imperial representative in the province of Egypt. The Life contains references to
several historical events, descriptions of the Byzantine State and its function (through the
ministry of St. John), and references to the state’s ability to handle a crisis (the Persian
invasions, famine, and disease). It also includes references to urban life, references to
diversity in Byzantine society, and references to long distance trade and some elements of
the function of the Byzantine economy. We get the impression of a Byzantine city that was
prosperous and stable, even under duress, and a Byzantine State that was able to respond
to crisis well, until the military situation became untenable. We also get the impression of
a diverse Byzantine society, with a thriving economy that benefitted from a long-distance
trading network that according to the text, stretched to Britain.

State Function in the Life
Early in the text of the Life of St. John the Almsgiver we get a glimpse as to the function of
the Byzantine state in crisis when St. John, in his position as Patriarch, had to respond to
the flood of refugees that fled to Egypt after the Persian conquest of Syria.
At that time the Persian armies invaded and laid waste the whole country of the Syrians,
and the inhabitants of all the towns there came in great numbers with bishops and other
clergy and governors and sought refuge in Alexandria. In the greatness of his mind and
the generosity of his purpose he supported them all liberally, supplying most abundantly
each one's necessities.
When he learnt that some of the bishops staying in Alexandria were in need, he
summoned the richer members amongst the leading clergy and when he had brought
them together he exhorted them with many counsels and then laid down that they all, and
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he himself first of all, should pay one pound of gold a year to their poverty-stricken
colleagues.
He made a similar arrangement for the needy priests and deacons and the rest of the
clergy of the Church, freely granting to each in every rank a certain sum of gold yearly
corresponding to the particular labor of his own station so that his wants might be
satisfied.
In addition to this he built a great many poorhouses and hostels for strangers, and he
decreed that all the corn and all the necessary expenditure for the feeding of their inmates
should be paid for from the revenues of the Church.173

We can see that through the ministry of St. John, the Byzantine State, or at least
the state apparatus in Egypt was able to respond to crisis well. Alexandria was able to
accept refugees from Syria, many of whom were urban refugees, not farmers or Bedouin.
The refugees also apparently came nearly empty handed. The Byzantine government in
Egypt had to provide immediate aid. “In the greatness of his mind and the generosity of
his purpose he supported them all liberally, supplying most abundantly each one's
necessities.”174 The government also provided long term support, as gold was granted to
the clergy as an immediate form of support, with a subsequent allowance based upon the
station of the refugee in question. “He made a similar arrangement for the needy priests
and deacons and the rest of the clergy of the Church, freely granting to each in every rank
a certain sum of gold yearly corresponding to the particular labor of his own station so
that his wants might be satisfied.”175 The aid offered by the state was not limited to the
wealthy or the clergy either. We see later that aid was offered to the poor and less
fortunate as well. “In addition to this he built a great many poorhouses and hostels for
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strangers, and he decreed that all the corn176 and all the necessary expenditure for the
feeding of their inmates should be paid for from the revenues of the Church.” 177 The
Byzantine State in Egypt, which was under the control of the Patriarch was able to
provide for these refugees, both rich and poor. In another incident, in the supplement to
the Life, we see that St. John took charge of the housing of refugees settled in the city, as
well as the distribution of welfare to these refugees.
He accordingly gave immediate orders that the wounded and sick should be put to bed in
hostels and hospitals which he himself had founded, and that they should receive care and
medical treatment without payment and that then they should be free to leave as each of
them should choose. To those who were well but destitute and came to the daily
distribution he gave sixpence apiece [i.e. one keration] to the men and one shilling [i.e.
two keratia] apiece to the women and children as being weaker members. Now some of
the women, who came begging for alms, wore ornaments and bracelets, and those who
were entrusted with the distribution reported this to the Patriarch. Then he, who was
really gentle and of a cheerful countenance, put on a grim look and a harsh voice and
said: 'If you wish to be distributors for humble John, or rather for Christ, obey
unquestioningly the divine command which says: ‘Give to every man that asks of
thee.’178

St. John was able to house these refugees in the city. He even was able to build
temporary housing for the refugees in the form of hostels. Furthermore, St. John was able
to distribute welfare to those in need. The state had the resources to provide to those in
need and was stable enough that it did not even require those who had wealth to give it up
in order to receive aid. The state apparatus in Alexandria must have been functioning
well in order to provide this aid and must have been able to command considerable
resources in order to construct hostels for these refugees.
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We see the ability of the state to handle a crisis again later when St. John has to
react to a famine, which followed the flood of refugees into Egypt. This subsequent crisis
strained the available resources, but we still see the ability of the state to react. “Once
when a severe famine was oppressing the city and the holy man's stewards were, as usual,
ceaselessly distributing money or some small gift to the needy.” 179 The state is further
able to distribute aid to Palestine after the Persian destruction of Jerusalem:
And on receiving the news of this disaster he sent a man, dearly loved of God, Ctesippus
by name, and at that time in charge of the monasteries of the Ennaton, to view the
destruction of the holy places in Jerusalem. And by his hands he sent a large sum of
money and an abundance of corn, wine, oil and pulse; also garments for laymen and for
monks; and for the sick various kinds of eatables, and finally, a great many beasts of
burden for the distribution of these necessaries. He not only took much thought for those
who had been captured in the towns but he took measures with great care for those from
the monasteries who had suffered a similar fate, and especially for the women from the
convents. A number of the latter had been done to death by the Persians and about a
thousand of the nuns were captured, so John sent a large sum of money to ransom them
and then he restored them all, settling them in convents.180

What we see in the Life, especially the early chapters, is a Byzantine state that
was functioning quite well, even in the face of crisis. While not militarily able to defeat
the Persians, the social and political infrastructure of the state continued to function at a
very high level. Aid was distributed to the needy and to refugees. This aid was not the
bare essentials but included many comfort and luxury items as well.
The Byzantine state was even able to ransom captives. We see in the above
section that St. John was able to ransom captive nuns. Later, we see St. John able to
ransom captive common citizens as well. “Besides all this, John sent Theodore, bishop of
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Amathus, to rescue those who had been taken prisoners by the Madienians, and with him
Anastasius, abbot of the mount of the great Antony, and Gregory, bishop of
Rhinocoroura; by their help he effected the rescue of very many captives, both men and
women, whom he redeemed by paying a large sum of gold.” 181
Interestingly, John ransomed these captives through intermediaries, rather than
personally. This shows a hierarchy and chain of command, and a state that was
functioning at the local level. Furthermore, Amathus is a city in Cyprus, and
Rhinocoroura was a city in what is now the State of Israel. This shows that John’s
authority as Patriarch stretched beyond his jurisdiction and into other parts of the Empire,
reinforcing the argument that John as Patriarch was the highest secular, as well as
religious authority in Egypt.
In the supplement to the Life, we see that St. John was able to provide aid to the
churches in Palestine following the Persian invasion.
The Lord allowed His churches in Jerusalem to be burnt down by the heathen Persians
because of the multitude of our sins. So when the saintly Patriarch learnt that the holy
Modestus, Patriarch of Jerusalem, was in great distress, he sent him towards the
rebuilding and repairing of the churches 1000 nomismata, 1000 sacks of corn, and 1000
of pulse, 1000 lb. of iron, 1000 casks of dried fish called ‘Maenomene’, 1000 jars of wine
and 1000 Egyptian workmen.182

This aid was considerable, consisting not only of money, but also of food and raw
materials, as well as the workmen to perform repairs. The Byzantine state apparatus in
Alexandria obviously commanded considerable resources.
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We see cooperation between the church and state through the ministry of St. John
in another incident from the supplement to the Life. We see that St. John issued edicts
concerning commerce in the city, specifically concerning the weights and measures used
by the merchants in the city.
And there is another good deed which it would not be right to overlook amongst his
achievements.-For on the morrow he again sent through the whole city his God-loving
treasurers, and the ushers, and with them those who were entrusted with the civil
administration of the city and insisted that it should not be lawful to use at will different
measures or scales, whether great or small, throughout the city, but that everything should
be bought and sold according to a single standard and weight, whether the 'modius' or
'artaba.'183

We see that St. John, through his authority as Patriarch, also held secular authority.
In this instance, he was using his secular authority to standardize weights and measures
that were being used throughout the city for commerce. In this instance, we see that St.
John had direct authority over the civil servants in Alexandria, and that it was those civil
servants who enforced this edict. All of this points to a well-functioning Byzantine state,
with different levels of bureaucracy. The combination of church, state, and economic power
is again demonstrated when the Life discusses various public works that were sponsored
by the administration of St. John: “He built from the foundations up hostels for strangers,
asylums for the old, and monasteries, and he gathered together companies of holy monks
and thus through the good works which are done therein he has won a memorial of his
righteousness which shall never pass away.”184 The Byzantine administration of
Alexandria, with St. John as the holder of secular and religious authority, controlled
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considerable resources, and was able to direct these resources towards public works
projects.
We later see John’s authority in a passage regarding the surrender of Egypt. St.
John, as the imperial authority in Egypt, was responsible for negotiating the surrender of
Egypt to the Persians once the imperial position became untenable.
On hearing of the wholesale devastation of the Roman realm by the Persians John
decided to go to the Emperor and open negotiations for peace. But, although he had
drawn up his farewell speech and read it to all, the people of the city would not allow him
to leave. After the Persian armies had utterly laid waste the whole of Syria, Phoenicia and
Arabia and various cities besides, these sinners threatened to take even Alexandria
itself… Isaac who was general at that time betrayed the city of the Alexandrians (to the
Persians) and then fled for refuge to Cyprus.185

We see that St. John, using his secular authority, attempted to open negotiations
with the Persians for the surrender of Egypt. However, his attempts at a negotiated
withdrawal were thwarted by a general named Isaac. While we do not know much more
about this incident, the coup suggests the existence of different political factions in
Byzantine Alexandria, perhaps a pro-imperial faction, represented by St. John, and some
sort of pro-military faction represented by the general Isaac. Political divisions are also
evident in an event that depicts some sort of civil war on the island of Cyprus.
Now a general, one Aspagurius by name, had been sent to Constantia in Cyprus but had
not been admitted by the town; so he prepared himself for war against its citizens and
they on their side were arming themselves against him. And they were just on the point of
engaging in this slaughter of each other when the all-admirable John, the disciple of the
God of Peace, intervened and induced both parties to seek reconciliation and succeeded
in bringing them to terms.186
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In this curious incident, we see that after St. John arrived in Cyprus, the security
of the island, and in particular the town of Constantina, was challenged by the arrival of a
general named Aspagurius. Aspagurius attempted to capture the town, and when the
townspeople resisted him, it seemed as though this incident would result in war. St. John
somehow managed to reconcile the two warring parties. This incident may be reflective
of the authority of St. John on a personal basis, or it may reflect his authority as an
imperial representative. As Egypt had been surrendered, and St. John was no longer the
highest authority there, it is unclear what, if any, office he held during this event. At the
same time, John, as Patriarch of Egypt, had represented imperial authority and state
function, as evident by several events in the Life.
This incident reveals that there were, again, at least two political factions, one
representing imperial authority, and one representing some sort of military coup. This
incident also reveals that reconciliation between these two parties was possible. Later in
the life, Isaac, the general that had led the coup against St. John in Egypt also sought
refuge in Cyprus after Alexandria had fallen to the Persians. We have no idea how he was
received, the Life does not describe this, but, as he was able to stay in Cyprus, there must
have been some reconciliation between him and St. John. 187
Through the Life, we can see the function of the Byzantine State, at least in terms
of how the state functioned in the province of Egypt and the city of Alexandria. We are
left with the impression of a Byzantine government that was able to command
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considerable resources, to effectively wield civil authority, and to direct resources to
those in need and respond to a crisis.

Urban Culture in the Life
In the Life of St. John, the Almsgiver, we catch several glimpses of urban life. While we
have to be mindful that this was urban life in the face of a crisis, we can nonetheless see
what life was like in the city of Alexandria, how its people lived, and even get an idea
about the population of the city. The clearest example of the city population comes from
an event where the Patriarch was trying to provide hospital beds for women in labor or
who had recently given birth.
Some destitute women overcome with hunger and but lately risen from child-bed were
obliged to hasten to receive help from the distributors while they were still in the grip of
abdominal pains, deadly pale, and suffering grievously; when the wondrous man was told
of this, he built seven lying-in hospitals in different parts of the city, ordered forty beds to
be kept ready in each and arranged that every woman should rest quietly in these for
seven full days after her confinement and then receive the third of a nomisma and go
home.188

Here, the Life notes charity organizations that the Patriarch established; for
instance, over forty hospitals, each with around 250 beds, specifically for the use of
pregnant women. As I stated in the intro, let us stop and think about that figure for a moment
and engage in some creative math – 250 beds which a pregnant woman may occupy for a
perhaps a week, that would be at near capacity around 12,000 women a year. If we estimate
that women of child-bearing age made up say as much as one fifth of the population, we
are looking at a population of perhaps 60,000. If we say that only about half of the women
188
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in a given locale would require the services of a charitable hospital, we are looking at an
urban population of perhaps 120,000 per locale with a hospital. As St John the Almsgiver
established 40 of them, this indicates an urban population in the many hundreds of
thousands. While we must keep in mind that the population of Alexandria was probably
swelled by refugees, this still represents an extremely large urban center.

Urban Topography in the Life
We have an idea about some of the urban topography and the nature of the urban
neighborhoods of Alexandria from the Life. There are different neighborhoods and types
of neighborhoods mentioned in the Life, some of which are named and described in various
detail.
The first of these named areas was called the Maria and was named after a lake
which was the focal point of the area. “For instance, there was a lake in Alexandria, called
Maria, in which a great quantity of papyrus grew, and the inhabitants of that district had
been in the habit of cutting it down and using it as fuel instead of wood.” 189 The Maria
district does not seem to have been a central neighborhood in the urban core. Rather it
seems to have been a papyrus growing area outside of the city, but still within its
jurisdiction.190 The nature of the Saint’s miracle here, convincing the men and boys of the
neighborhood to stop engaging in homosexuality, also seems to indicate that the area may
have been remote.
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Another named district was the Caesareum. “One day this blessed Patriarch went
to visit the poor in the quarter called Caesareum-for there he had had some very long
vaulted buildings erected; the floor was covered with wooden boards and mats and rough
rugs were provided.”191 The Caesareum district was an area that was described as being
poor and described as an area where the poor could sleep indoors during winter. St. John
engaged in some charity and spent some money on public works here, as he erected
structures to serve as shelter and had these shelters furnished, at least to an extent. The
Caesareum is a known area of Alexandria; it was centered on a temple dedicated to Julius
Caesar, which was later converted to a Christian church. Geographically, it lies near the
harbor area. This may have normally been a poorer area of the city, or, because of the
Persian crisis, it may have been an area that was used to house refugees. The Life is unclear
on this matter.
In addition to the Caesareum, there seems to have been another distinct harbor
neighborhood mentioned in the Life. The district is referred to twice, once in reference to
tax collectors, trying to collect money, and another time, in reference to a ship captain who
had been encountering misfortune in his trade. “But as the collectors pressed the man hard,
he, too, like the rest, steered his course to the all-receiving harbour.” 192
In the case of the tax collectors, we can see that this may have been a fixed area for
certain types of commerce, as the tax collectors were trying to keep the man in question
within the harbor area in order to collect from him. The Life does not go into a great amount
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of detail about this, but a contemporary reader or listener would have likely understood. In
the section of the Life where the misfortunate captain is discussed, we learn that he
shipwrecked outside of the Pharos lighthouse and was stranded in the harbor district. He
kept his ship but could not afford to replace his cargo. The Patriarch offered an interesting
solution. The captain would receive a loan from the church if he agreed to split the profits
of his trading venture.
There was a foreign captain who had fallen upon evil days, he came to the blessed man and
with many tears besought him to show mercy to him as he did to all others. So John directed
that he should be given five pounds of gold. With these the captain went and bought a
cargo, and no sooner had he gone on board than straightway, as it chanced, he suffered
shipwreck outside the Pharos, but he did not lose his ship. Then trusting to John's good will
he again applied to him saying, 'Have mercy upon me as God had mercy upon the world.
The Patriarch said to him, 'Believe me, brother, if you had not mixed your own remaining
monies with the money of the Church, you would not have been shipwrecked. 193

St. John’s sponsorship of this man’s trading venture is rather interesting, as it may
reveal some sort of cooperation between the state and the merchants. The nature of the
merchant’s mission, trading crops for tin in Britain, reveals a large maritime trading
network. Both will be discussed later in this chapter when I discuss the economy and trade.
Other districts mentioned in the Life include a merchant district, as well as a
manufacturing area. These two areas may have been one in the same, or they may have
been two separate districts. There is only a brief mention of a manufacturing area, but much
more detail about the merchant district. In many Mediterranean cities of the late antique
world, as in many Middle Eastern and Mediterranean cities today, the manufacturing
district and the merchant district often bled into each other.
Interestingly, when we meet the shoemakers, we learn that they live and work close
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to each other, meaning that as in many cities, Alexandria may have had certain streets that
catered only to certain trades. “Two clerics were shoemakers and worked near each
other.”194 In the case of the shoemakers, we learn that they were also clerics, which shows
that the clergy could also be involved in economic ventures. A shipwreck from around the
same time had a priest as the captain, which also reveals an interconnectedness of the state,
the church, and the economy.195 The merchant district is referenced when St. John sends
out the civil servants to establish uniformed weights and measures throughout the city. The
servants were first sent to the merchant area.196

Economy and trade in the Alexandria of the Life
We can also infer some information about the Byzantine economy and trade network
from the Life. We see an economic system that in some ways seemed to be under
pressure, but at the same time, functioning well, with a good deal of government control
or direction over the economy. We can also see glimpses of the Byzantine trading
network. This network, which is also evident in the Miracles of St. Artemious, is referred
to as one that stretched as far away as Britain. This reveals a level of perseverance in the
Byzantine trade network and shows a high level of interconnection with the trading
networks of Europe.
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Excavations in Britain have shown that this trade was mostly conducted on the
luxury good level, consisting of Byzantine luxury goods which were exchanged for
British tin.197 The Life, however, describes a merchant captain who wished to trade food
stuffs to the British for tin. While archeological excavations do not show evidence of
Byzantine foodstuffs beyond olive oil at British trading sites, most agricultural items
would not show up in the archeological record, and the Life still does refer to this trading
network. Our clearest glimpse into this trading network comes from the story of the
misfortunate “foreign” captain. We last met him when using his story to discuss the
harbor neighborhood. Here, we see the continuation of his story:
He (St. John) immediately ordered that one of the ships belonging to the Holy Church of
which he was head should be handed over to the captain, a swift sailer laden with twenty
thousand bushels of corn. The captain, when he had received the ship, sailed away from
Alexandria, and on his return he made a solemn statement to the following effect: 'We
sailed for twenty days and nights, and owing to a violent wind we were unable to tell in
what direction we were going either by the stars or by the coast. But the only thing we
knew was that the steersman saw the Patriarch by his side holding the tiller and saying to
him: "Fear not! You are sailing quite right." Then after the twentieth day we caught sight
of the islands of Britain, and when we had landed we found a great famine raging there
Accordingly when we told the chief man of the town that we were laden with corn, he
said, "God has brought you at the right moment. Choose as you wish, either one
'nomisma' for each bushel or a return freight of tin". And we chose half of each.' Then the
story goes on to tell of a matter which to those who are ignorant of God's free gifts is
either hard to believe or quite incredible, but to those who have experienced His
marvellous works it is both credible and acceptable. 'Then we set sail again,' said the
captain, 'and joyfully made once more for Alexandria, putting in on our way at
Pentapolis.'* The captain then took out some of the tin to sell-for he had an old businessfriend there who asked for some-and he gave him a bag of about fifty pounds. The latter,
wishing to sample it to see if it was of good quality, poured some into a brazier and found
that it was silver of the finest quality. He thought that the captain was tempting him, so
carried the bag to him and said, 'May God forgive you! Have you ever found me
deceiving you that you tempt me by giving me silver instead of tin?' The captain was
dumbfounded by his words and replied: 'Believe me, I thought it was tin! But if He who
turned the water into wine has turned my tin into silver in answer to the Patriarch's
prayers, that is nothing strange. However, that you may be satisfied, come down to the
ship with me and look at the rest of the mass from which I gave you some.' So they went
and discovered that the tin had been turned into the finest silver.198
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This story reveals several interesting things about this trade network, and the
Byzantine economy. The merchant captain was facing misfortune after a shipwreck. He
had saved his ship (and presumably his crew), but he had lost his cargo. St. John offers to
replace his cargo if the captain shares the profits with the church. This cargo consisted of
“corn,” which we understand to mean barleycorn, and his destination was the isle of
Britain. Britain was experiencing a famine at the time (or at least this area of Britain
was), and thus, the merchant captain was able to command a premium price for his cargo,
a payment in coin, and a return shipment of tin (the tin was miraculously turned into
silver).
We see the trading network that connected Egypt and the Byzantine Empire to
places as far away as Britain; a far reaching and complex network, indeed. This episode
also reveals the connection between the state and the economy in the Byzantine trading
network. The merchant captain was able to petition the state to replace his cargo after a
shipwreck, and the state was able to do so in exchange for a share of his profits. This is a
tantalizing clue that the Byzantine state may have subsidized some of the shipping costs
in order to facilitate economic exchange.
Beyond the scope of the Life, the Yassi Ada shipwreck seems to also indicate a
state subsidization of trade. In the case of this shipwreck, it seems to have been some sort
of joint state/private venture, as it was both transporting materials to the army of
Heraclius, but also carrying goods that could have only been for a commercial purpose.
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The shipwreck, as well as the mercantile trade described in the Life, also reveal that the
Byzantine trading network, at least by the seventh century, was largely maritime.
While the story of the merchant captain is the clearest in terms of trade, there are
other hints of the Byzantine trading network in the Life. Early in the Life, we see that St.
John sends aid to the cities of Palestine, which have suffered under the governance of the
Persians. This aid consists of many goods that might be considered luxury trade goods:
“And by his hands he sent a large sum of money and an abundance of corn, wine, oil and
pulse; also garments for laymen and for monks; and for the sick various kinds of eatables,
and finally, a great many beasts of burden for the distribution of these necessaries.” 199
While these items were sent as aid, they were likely sent along existing trade
networks to Palestine. The clearest indication of this is that later in the Life, St. John
refuses to drink wine that had been imported from Palestine. “The steward replied that
the wine had been brought from Palestine and purchased at a very high price, so John
refused to drink it.”200
The existence of some sort of trading network to the Byzantine province of Africa
is revealed in another story where a man came to Egypt to seek the Patriarch’s
intersession on behalf of his ill son, who subsequently passed away. The man was clearly
a merchant and had likely figured he could engage in some trade while in Alexandria, as
he brought several ships with him, laden with cargo. “Before thirty days had passed the
son of him who had brought the seven and a half pounds to the Patriarch died, and three
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days after the boy's death the ship arrived from Africa, on which the man's own brother
sailed as 'Master', but near the Pharos it suffered shipwreck, all the cargo was lost and
only the lives of the crew and the empty ship were saved.”201 As with the story of the
unfortunate merchant captain, St. John offered to partially offset the man’s losses.
Another example shows that there was a trading network to the Adriatic Sea, the
body of water between the Dalmatian Coast and Italy. This story also reveals that
although the purpose of this maritime venture was trade, these were ships owned by the
church:
For the ships of the Church of which he was head met with such a violent storm in the
Adriatic that the crew were forced to jettison the whole cargo; and all the ships were there
at the same time. And the weight of their freight was exceedingly heavy for they had
waterproof garments and silver and other valuable goods, so that the weight of what was
lost was estimated at thirty-four hundredweight; for there were more than thirteen ships
each carrying 10,000 artabas.202

As with the other examples, this episode reveals some sort of connection between
the church, the state, and the economy. This was a merchant venture; they were carrying
valuable cargo, but the ships were owned by the church. As with the other examples, we
can see that this trade route was maritime.
From the Life, we can see that the Byzantine trading network was indeed a far
reaching and complex one. There is reference to trade in Britain, the Byzantine province
of Africa, and the provinces of Dalmatia and possibly Italy through the Adriatic Sea.
While several of these trading ventures encountered problems or losses, there seem to
have been enough incentives to trade to offset these risks. As we can see from the Life
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and from archeological exploration of shipwrecks, this trade was, at least to a degree,
state sponsored, or state subsidized.

Urban Diversity in the Life
There are some references in the Life to the urban diversity of Alexandria. This diversity
manifests itself in some ways. We can see ethnic diversity, as well as lifestyle diversity
and social stratification. While there are not as many references to diversity as there are
in the Miracles of St. Artemios, this is understandable. The Miracles took place in
Constantinople, while the Life takes place in Alexandria, which while a large urban
center, was not the metropolitan capital of Byzantium.
Ethnic identity in Byzantium is a thorny issue, and one that will be discussed
elsewhere. Suffice to say that while there was a distinct Byzantine/Roman identity, it was
more tied to language and religion than racial distinction. Nonetheless, people are
identified in the saints’ Lives as being distinct based on place of origin. The saints’ lives
also contain numerous references to foreigners, most often simply as foreigners, but
sometimes by a specific place of origin (e.g., the Persian doctor from the Miracles of St.
Artemios). Byzantium does however seem to have been more amenable to incorporating
foreigners into the Byzantine system, in some cases making them Byzantine, and in
others tolerating them as a type of other. The Life of St. John the Almsgiver contains
numerous references to ethnic identity.
Many times in the Life, St. John himself is referred to as being from Cyprus.
Interestingly, this does seem to have given him a different identity, despite his place of
origin being referenced often. On the other hand, others who appear in the life seem to
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have a separate identity based on place of origin. Early in the life, the people of Syria are
given a different identity, as are the Persians. “At that time the Persian armies invaded
and laid waste the whole country of the Syrians.”203 While these are separate identities,
the Syrians are at least acknowledged as colleagues in need of support, especially in this
case, as the Syrians in question were clergymen. In the same incident of the life, we see
that St. John also ordered the construction of public granaries to feed “strangers.” This
indicates that there were probably other refugees beyond the clergymen, and that these,
not being clergymen had a lesser identity, not quite foreigners, but strangers. “In addition
to this he built a great many poorhouses and hostels for strangers, and he decreed that all
the corn and all the necessary expenditure for the feeding of their inmates should be paid
for from the revenues of the Church.”204 The Syrians, as we will see, are given a distinct
identity, although not necessarily a negative one.
Those from Palestine were referred to by their place of origin but were not
necessarily regarded as having a separate identity. In the case of a former resident of
Tiberias, he is referred to as being from Tiberias, but not as foreign or as having a
different identity. “A certain John, at that time bishop of the town of Tiberias, escaped the
barbaric invasion of the Persians, fled for refuge to the great city of the Alexandrians, and
there reached the end of his life.”205 A person who originated from Gaza did not to have a
separate identity attached to him. However, his Jewish companion had a separate identity
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as Jewish. “'I assure you, master, I am not lying-I was in Gaza a few days ago and as I
was coming out of the city to go and worship at the shrine of the holy abbot, Cyrus, this
girl who has so skillfully hung herself on to me, met me- it was already evening-and
falling at my feet she begged that she might journey with me; "For", said she, "I am a
Jewess and wish to become a Christian."206 In her case, her Jewish identity was only
temporary, as she wished to convert to Christianity.
In a similar way, a ship captain from Africa is referred to as being from Africa but
being from the province of Africa does not seem to give him a distinct identity. It is
simply his place of origin. “For instance, a man came one day bringing seven and a half
pounds of gold and told the holy man that was all the gold he possessed; then he begged
him with many a genuflection to pray to God to preserve his son (for he had an only boy
about fifteen years old), and also to bring back his ship safely from Africa, to which
country it had sailed.”207 Africa is simply this man’s place of origin; at least in the Life,
the captain is not African.
The difference between Syrians, and those from Palestine, or Africa, or
elsewhere, may be religious. At this point in time, Syria was largely under the sway of
what the Byzantines referred to as the Monophysite heresy. Therefore, being Syrian, or
possibly Monophysite may have been a mark of separate identity. When we discuss
Emesa in the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, we will see that there was a minority in Syria
that spoke Syriac, rather than Greek as their first language. Therefore, it is possible that
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being Syriac was a mark of identity along linguistic and religious grounds. The
Palestinian and African in question were not a distinct identity, presumably because in
these areas they would have spoken Greek and adhered to the Orthodox faith.
The Persians unsurprisingly are given a different identity, and in this case, the
identity is largely negative. The Persians are even, at times, referred to as “barbarians,”
which is definitely a mark of otherness, as well as a term with a negative connotation.
“Some of the clergy had deserted their own towns owing to the invasions of the
barbarians and had come to Alexandria and had no expectation of ever returning to their
native towns.”208 Later, the Persians are referred to as “Godless,” which likely stems
from a misunderstanding or intolerance of the official Persian religion, Zoroastrianism.
“All who escaped from the hands of the godless Persians ran to the person of the thriceblessed as if to a waveless harbour.”209 The Persians are also referred to as heathens,
which is again a term with a negative connotation in Byzantium. “The Lord allowed His
churches in Jerusalem to be burnt down by the heathen Persians because of the multitude
of our sins.”210 Undoubtably, the negative opinion of the Persians stems from the fact that
in the time of the Life, Byzantium was at war with the Persians, and St. John’s
administration was largely concerned with coping with the results of this war.
The negative Persian identity, however, is also connected to the Persian religion.
The Persians are “heathens” or “godless” because they do not follow Christianity. In the
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Miracles of St. Artemios, we also meet a Persian; he is however not referred to in any
negative way. His Persian identity is just that, an identity. Likely, as this man was the
beneficiary of a miracle, he was a Christian, and thus, his Persian identity, in this case,
was not negative.
We can see from the Life that there was a degree of diversity in Byzantine
Alexandria. In this case, diversity seems to have been more a reflection of linguistic or
religious identity, rather than ethnic identity.

Conclusion
From the Life of St. John the Almsgiver, we get a good glimpse of seventh century
Byzantine Egypt, especially the Byzantine provincial capital of Alexandria.
The Life reveals that through St. John and his position as Patriarch, the Byzantine
government was able to exert a great deal of control over the province. We can also see
that the Byzantine government was able to respond to at least the early stage of the
Seventh Century Crisis by settling refugees and providing them with financial aid. We
can also see that the government was involved in the affairs of the urban poor, opening
hospitals to accommodate pregnant women, to help them give birth and provide them
with medical aid.
The Life also reveals a great deal about the urban nature of Byzantine Alexandria,
and even some of the topography of the city. From a careful reading of the Life, one can
discern at least four distinct urban neighborhoods, each with their own characteristics. We
can see that Byzantine Alexandria had a large urban population, with distinct urban
neighborhoods.
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The Life also reveals much about Byzantine trade and the economy of Egypt, and
through this, we catch glimpses of the larger economic system. There are several merchants
mentioned in the life, as well as references to a trading network that stretched as far as way
as Britain. We can also see that to at least some degree, the Byzantine state we can see in
the Life was involved in the regulation of the Byzantine economy.
Finally, we can see that Byzantine Alexandria was a diverse urban center, with
representations of people of many different ethnicities and religions. We can also catch a
glimpse of an evolving Romano-Byzantine identity that was centered more on religion and
language than race or ethnicity.
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Chapter: 3 Theodore of Sykeon and the Persistence of Roman Memory

The Life of Theodore of Sykeon is a source from the early seventh century that tells the
story of St. Theodore, a churchman, bishop, and monk. Primarily, the Life of St. Theodore
of Sykeon, (hereafter referred to in this chapter as the Life), focuses on the Saint’s effort to
set up a monastic community in rural Anatolia. However, the Life dates to the early
seventh and thus provides a good deal of information regarding Anatolia during the
Seventh Century Crisis Period. While the Life itself is mostly concerned with the Saint’s
monastic activities and the foundation of his monastery, the details in the Life contain a
great deal of information about life in the towns and countryside surrounding Theodore’s
monastery.
Unlike some of the other Saints’ Lives or Miracles, the Life of Theodore of Sykeon
is not based in one specific urban environment. Rather the main focal point of action is
the monastery founded by the saint during his life, the towns around it, and his
pilgrimages to Jerusalem and Constantinople. Despite the lack of an urban focus, the Life
reveals much about life in seventh century Byzantine Anatolia. From the Life we get a
look at Byzantine peasant life that is often hidden in the historical record. The Life also
references historical events, such as the reign of Phocas and Heraclius and the Persian
wars in the Byzantine East, which took place from 602-630. While the war was in the
background, its effects are still felt in the telling of the Life. The Life is separated into
vignettes, referred to here as Chapters, although the text uses no such term. Roughly
speaking, the Chapters are episodic with one chapter connecting to another, and
chronographic, with the chapters showing the progression of time. However, some
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Chapters show significant time jumps from a proceeding one, whereas others seemingly
take place in a very short time period.

The Sources
The Life of Theodore of Sykeon was written by one of his disciples, within 30 or so years
of his death.211 The disciple was named George and had been brought up by Theodore
from an early age within the environment of Theodore’s monastery. It seems from the
Life that George had the approval of Theodore to write his Life after he passed.212
The Life begins with a retelling of Theodore’s early life, proceeds through his
tenure as bishop, the foundation of his monastery, and his place as a sort of holy figure.
Through the Life, several circumstances are evident. We can tell a good deal from the Life
about village life. We can see that, at times, village life was stable and prosperous. At
other times, the villages faced extreme hardship such as famine, disease, and poverty. 213
We also get a glimpse of village culture and tradition, including hints that some pagan
practices continued into Theodore’s time. Through some parts of Theodore’s ministry, we
also get some glimpses of urban life, although this is mostly limited to his visits to the
capital city. We also get some ideas of the Byzantine economy and trading system in the
Life. While less evident in Theodore’s Life than in the Miracles of St. Artemios, there are
some examples of long-distance trade, as well as a (more evident) local trading network.
Much of this is references in passing, such as the presence of imported goods, the
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existence of an imperial highway system, and the apparent ease of travel.
There are some glimpses in the Life of the functioning of the imperial government
and of rural land practices. There are several government officials mentioned, often in
reference to them passing though Sykeon and its environs along the imperial highway. At
the same time, there is an evident lack of bureaucratic authority in the rural provinces.
For instance, rural villages would often turn to the church (represented by Theodore) to
solve issues rather than the imperial government, which largely seemed absent. This may
reflect a breakdown in imperial authority, or it may reflect a type of benign neglect of the
rural provinces, or perhaps a bit of both.214 Finally, there are several historic events in
evidence throughout the Life, which make it rather easy to date and reinforce its validity
as a source material.
The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon seems underutilized by Byzantinists today.
There could be several reasons for this. One is a general lack of focus on the seventh
century as a period of study, owing to the paucity of sources for this time. Another reason
for lack of focus could be that Sykeon was (at best) a small village, and much of the
scholarship focus on larger settlements. The translation of the Life that I have used in this
chapter comes from Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel the
Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon and St. John the Almsgiver, which was translated by
Elizabeth Dawes and printed in 1948. There is not a great deal of commentary on the
hagiographies, just an introduction and then the Lives and Miracles in translation. In her
dissertation Hagiographic Sources for Byzantine Cities 500-900 AD, Dorothy
Ambrahamse discusses the Life rather generally and then moves on to focus on other
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hagiographies that had a more urban focus. In a 2003 article, David Barchard analyzes
the Life and recent archeology to try to discern the location of Sykeon. More recently,
John Haldon has discussed the Life with regards to its relevance in his study of climate
change in Byzantine Anatolia.
Modern archeology has not uncovered the village of Sykeon. However, there are
some candidates for its present-day location, most of which are in the region of Galatia,
near present day Ankara. Most notably, in a 2013 article, David Barchard theorizes, based
on archeological finds documented by Peter Brown in 1995, that Sykeon was likely near
the present-day site of Kiliseler near the village of Tahirler. 215 While this remains to be
concretely proven, we do have a description of the topographical landscape near Sykeon
and its distance to various Byzantine towns and cities. The article argues that these
descriptions match with the site of Kiliseler. Miracle 3 describes the village of Sykeon as
“in the country of Galatia there is a village called Sykeon under the jurisdiction of the
town of Anastasioupolis which belongs to the province of Galatia Prima, namely that of
Ancyra, Sykeon lies twelve miles distant from Anastasioupolis.” 216
Throughout the Life, St. Theodore visits other Byzantine cities such as
Nicomedia, Nicaea, Germia, Amorium, Cormidia, and Pessinus. This rather large
geographical area includes cities in the (then) provinces of Galatia and Bythinia.
Theodore later visited Constantinople, as well. Theodore’s ease of travel was probably
partially due to his position as a bishop and owing to the situation of Sykeon on an
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217

We do have some description of village

life from the hagiography as well as some descriptions of the cities that Theodore visited.
See below a map of the areas discussed.218

Image 3.1 Place names mentioned in The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon

Agriculture and the Environment
Byzantine village life seemed to revolve heavily around agriculture. There is mention of
farming and farmers of various types throughout the life, referenced nearly every time a
village is mentioned. However, agriculture as a means of livelihood is inherently an
insecure position to be in, as crops can be ruined by the weather, by lack of rain, or by
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other disasters. Dorothy Ambrahamese, in her dissertation Hagiographic Sources for
Byzantine Cities 500-900AD, describes Sykeon as being in a rich agricultural region,
capable of feeding a large population.219 However, there is some evidence in the
hagiography that the village and its surrounding region were vulnerable to things like
crop failures, floods, and drought. These ecological trials would require divine
intervention through the auspices of St. Theodore in order to not turn into outright
disaster. Chapter 145 describes these types of events broadly.
In other villages, too, he worked similar wonders in the case of beetles or locusts or
worms or dormice which were devouring the crops or the vines. Wherever anything of
the kind occurred the people at once ran to the Saint and either took him back with them
or carried away water blessed by his hand for sprinkling over the places which had been
damaged, and immediately they gained their desire. Or again, if a cloudburst had taken
place in any village, or the rivers overflowed their ordinary bed and caused devastation,
the sufferers from these calamities went to the holy man in all haste and carried him off
to the spot or received a cross at his hands which he had blessed and after fixing it in the
spot which had been devastated, they never experienced a similar catastrophe again. 220

Evidence of climactic or ecological disaster is present in several miracles. Chapter
52 of the Life for instance describes a vineyard that for several seasons in a row had not
born fruit due to hailstorms. “In a village called Reakaae a threatening cloud would
periodically appear suddenly over the countryside and pour down hailstones upon the
vineyards, when the fruit was ripe; and the men of the village were in great distress as they
had not been able to enjoy the fruits of their husbandry for several years.” 221 Chapter 141
describes similar danger of hail storms to another village. “In the village of Skoudris near

219

Dorothy Ambrahamse, Hagiographic Sources for Byzantine Cities 500-900 AD. (Ann Arbor: University
of Michigan, 1967), 50.
220
Norman Baynes and Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel
the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon and St. John the Almsgiver (Crestwood NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary
Press, 1977), 182.
221
Norman Baynes and Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel
the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon and St. John the Almsgiver (Crestwood NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary
Press, 1977), 126.

98

the monastery of the Archangel there is a heavy hailstorm, the neighboring stream is in
flood and destroys houses and crops, carrying men, women, children and little babies in
their cradles down into the river Sagaris.”222 Chapter 144 describes the same danger, this
time for the village of Apoukoumis.223
Drought was a frequent problem as well. Early in the Saint’s Life, he visits a holy
man in the village of Trapezas, which was located about 10 miles from Sykeon. Together,
the two men pray to God for rain to end the drought.224 In a similar way, when a drought
threatened the city of Pessinus, Theodore was asked by the local leaders to intervene and
end the drought. “At that time there was a great drought in the metropolis of Pessinus and
the fruits of the trees and crops were withering. Consequently, when the men of that
metropolis heard that the servant of God, Theodore, was the guest of the Bishop Aemilianus
in the monastery of Aligete, they hastened to him.”225 Drought was apparently not limited
to Anatolia, as Jerusalem was also suffering from a drought when Theodore visited it. 226
The Life also mentions overflowing rivers and excess rainfall, which could ruin
crops just as hail or drought would. In Chapter 141, the village of Skoudris is threatened
by a flood, which was dangerous to not only the crops, but the village housing as well.
In the village of Skoudris near the monastery of the Archangel there is a heavy hailstorm,
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the neighboring stream is in flood and destroys houses and crops, carrying men, women,
children and little babies in their cradles down into the river Sagaris. The householders of
the half of the village which had not been ruined appeal to the Saint who comes to the
place, prays and sets up a cross, and thereafter even when there were storms of snow and
rain the stream was not flooded and no one suffered damage.227

In Miracle 45, the river Siberis threatens to overflow and destroy the arable land of
the village of Sykeon itself. Luckily, St. Theodore intervenes to change the course of the
river and to save the village.228
All of these environmental events could lead to crop failure, and in Chapter 101,
we have reference to famine. “It was about this period that a severe famine prevailed at one
and the same time throughout the whole country; the brothers in the monasteries, together
with the guests entertained there, came to the end of all their provisions.” Theodore was
forced to intervene when the lack of bread threatened the Palm Sunday celebrations. While
disease may not be indicative of crop failures and famines, one can easily imagine a
malnourished population being more vulnerable to an outbreak. Plague and disease at the
village level are also mentioned frequently in the Life. In Miracle 8, the Saint himself falls
ill from the bubonic plague, which was likely a reference to the Plague of Justinian. 229 In
Miracle 45, the city of Ancyra is also the victim of plague. As Miracle 45 takes place during
the saint’s adult life, it can be safely assumed that these are separate events. 230 Disease is
also mentioned, although these references are largely very localized in nature and do not
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seem to be epidemics.
While these events might have been written into the Life to show the miraculous
power of Theodore, they also show the tenuous nature of village life. These events might
also indicate a changing climate. The historian John Haldon, who has extensively
researched Byzantine Anatolia argues that from the fifth through the seventh centuries, the
climate in Anatolia was cooler and more arid that in the preceding period. 231 A cooler drier
climate would explain the hailstorms, droughts, and floods which threatened the villages
of Theodore’s Anatolia.

Farming and Village Life
The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon can tell us more about village life, beyond ecological
disaster. There are references to farmers in several chapters, most notably in Chapter 56,
where we see farmers carrying quick lime to the building site of a church. These farmers
become trapped in a rainstorm, which would cause the lime to damage their wagons and
injure their animals. St. Theodore intervenes with God to avert the rainstorm. 232 In Chapter
116, a farmer named Timotheus is accused of unleashing demons which tormented the
nearby town of Eukraae: “in the village of Eukraae in Lagantine there was a farmer,
Timotheus by name, who happened to dig into the side of a hill, which bordered his land,
whether in order to improve the adjoining property which belonged to him or in order to
carry off some treasure I cannot say.” From this part of the chapter, we can tell that the
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farmers would often try to dig up Roman era ruins to try to find money or treasure buried
within. Alternatively, they could have been using ruins as a source of building material.
The chapter continues, describing the aftermath of the farmers excavations. “For the report
spread abroad that he had done it in search of money. Thereupon the great army of unclean
spirits who dwelt in it came out and attached themselves to the persons of that village and
most of the men with their wives and children were grievously tormented.” 233 Interestingly,
in both these accounts, we are introduced to people who are farmers, but who are carrying
out activities separate from farming. The farmers in Miracle 56 were building a church,
and Timotheus, the ill-fated farmer from Miracle 116 was excavating an ancient tomb in
search of treasure.
Other agricultural workers mentioned in the miracle are vineyard workers. In
Chapter 36, we meet vineyard workers whose crop is threatened by locusts. “On another
occasion in the village of Mazamia, which lies on the Upper Siberis in the territory of
Mnezine, a large swarm of locusts appeared about June and covered the district like a cloud
and ate up the summer crops and the fruit of the vineyards.”234 We already met the vineyard
workers of Chapter 52 whose grapes were threatened by hailstorms. Similarly in Chapter
144, the vineyard is threatened by hailstorms. 235 Animal husbandry also seems to have
been a mainstay of village life. Chapter 45 mentions oxen from the villages around Ancyra
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as suffering from the same plague that threatened the citizens of the city. 236 In Chapter 56,
the farmers were transporting their lime using oxen.237 Chapter 114 again mentions oxen,
this time being used to thresh grain. “In the village of Sandos in the district of Protomeria
a certain householder, Eutolmius by name, wanted to enlarge his threshing floor because
of the rich abundance of crops that had been given him and because the floor could not
take a double yoke of oxen.”238 Chapter 145 mentions oxen as well; in this case, they are
being blessed by St. Theodore.239 Chapter 145 also mentions horses and birds, which were
also kept domestically.240 Chapter 99 mentions domestic horses and mules. In this case,
these animals needed the Saint’s blessing in order to be domesticated. 241
All of these factors point to some diversification of labor in Byzantine Anatolia.
Furthering this argument is the fact that rural Anatolia also seemed to have itinerant
workmen that may represent surplus labor. Chapter 43 mentions that the village of Buzaea
needed to hire workmen in order to complete a bridge.242 We see the same sort of workmen
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again in Miracle 55, when they are hired to help build Theodore’s monastery. 243 These men
seem to have been hired especially for these construction projects. While there is no more
information about them, they could either represent surplus labor or farmers earning extra
money when they were not needed to tend the fields. There is some evidence for more
specialized labor as well. Other hagiographies, such as The Miracles of St. Artemios,
indicate there was some specialization of labor, with various professions mentioned. Even
the Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit mention professions beyond farming, and that
hagiography focuses on a small provincial city. Chapter 27 refers to the village of Mossyna
as having an especially skilled smith, so skilled in fact that Theodore enlisted his help. 244
Theodore’s mother should also be mentioned here; she ran an inn which benefitted
from its position along an imperial highway system. Theodore’s mother was also
incidentally a prostitute, who made her living off of the men who would stay at the inn,
“The public highway of the imperial post ran through this village, and on the road stood an
inn kept by a very beautiful girl, Mary, and her mother, Elpidia, and a sister Despoinia. And
these women lived in the inn and followed the profession of courtesans.” 245 Later, when
the inn becomes respectable, they also employed a cook, who is apparently very skilled in
his profession.246
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Rural Byzantine society clearly had several ways in which one could make a living,
beyond subsistence agriculture. Indeed, even when we meet farmers, they are often
performing activities totally unrelated to farming. Others have professions that seem very
specialized, such as professional cooks and metalworkers.

Celebrations and Feast Days
The Life has some other indications as to the culture of Byzantine peasant life, such as the
various festivals and feasts that were celebrated, and some indications of personal beliefs
and practices. At the same time, peasant life seems to have been to a large extent a demon
haunted world. Belief in the supernatural and witchcraft were widespread, as was the belief
in divine intervention.
The Feast of the Epiphany is mentioned in Chapter 16, although this seems to have
been a largely religious festival, rather than one of community celebration. Theodore
spends the day in an icy river praying, and then returns to his follows for “oratory with
psalm singing.”247 The celebration of Palm Sunday seemed more community oriented, with
Theodore taking part in a procession which traversed the whole village. “On that day he
came out and the inhabitants of the village formed a religious procession and carrying the
iron cage accompanied him and restored him before the feast to his own place. After
receiving his blessing they returned to their homes.”248 These types of processions may
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have taken place on religious feast days, or, they may have taken place to mark any special
event.
When Theodore visits the nearby Monastery of St. Stephen, a crowd comes to great
him and a procession is held in his honor. “He is then invited to the neighboring monastery
of St. Stephen, known as Vetapes, and is next taken by Amiantus, the bishop of Kinna, to
that town that he might bless it. He is met by a procession and a festival is celebrated in his
honor. He returned to Druinoi and then started for Anastasioupolis; on the journey crowds
assemble to receive his blessing.”249 Another crowded processional accompanied the Feast
of the Mother of God. At this occasion, Theodore coordinated the celebration with a Bishop
from the town of Germia. For some reason, the celebration was not held in Anastasioupolis
(Theodore’s seat as Bishop), nor in Germia, or in another nearby town of Eudoxias, but in
the village of Mousage. Perhaps this village was a convenient meeting point between the
two towns? Or perhaps it was because of the Church of the Archangel located in the
village? Whatever the reason, this was clearly an important festival that drew a large crowd.
“At that time the annual festival of the Mother of God in the village of Mousage took place
which was held conjointly by the Bishops and the inhabitants of the two towns of Germia
and Eudoxias, in each case the whole town turning out in procession and meeting at
Mousage.”250 Later in Theodore’s life, a procession would travel from nearby villages to
his monastery to mark important feast days. Chapter 122 references this in conjunction
with the Feast of the Ascension, “Every year on the Saturday after the Ascension of our
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Lord Jesus Christ a public procession regularly came to the monastery from all the
neighboring villages.”251
All of the feast days and festivals mentioned in the Life are religious in nature,
however, they also seem to have been times of celebration and community. Many of these
feast days are marked by processions and large crowds. There are also references to crowds
being fed in conjunction with feast days. Chapter 69 mentions that at least at three feast
days, meat would be fed to the gathered crowd.252 A similar public feeding occurs in
Chapter 112, to commemorate the Feast of the Ascension. 253 It is unclear if crowds were
always fed on feast days, if the public meal only accompanied certain festivals, or if this
was some sort of public welfare meant to mitigate the effects of crop failure or war.

Demons and Pagan Belief
Peasants seemed to live in a demon haunted world, beset by superstition and the
supernatural. There are more than a hundred references to demons or devils throughout the
Life. The appearance of demons often coincides with death, disease, or other disaster. Belief
in demons may be an attempt to explain the unexplained, or an attempt to give reason for
catastrophe. There are also a few references to demons in conjunction with paganism or
pagan belief, which indicates some lingering pagan practices or some fear of ancient pagan
belief.
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Hints of lingering pagan belief are most evident in Chapter 16. In this chapter,
Theodore hears that a certain place is avoided due to its association with the ancient Greek
Goddess Artemis.
Once he heard tell of a certain place called Arkea eight miles away that it was impossible
for anyone to go near it, especially at the midday hour, because it was rumored that Artemis,
as men called her, dwelt there with many demons and did people harm even unto death. As
he was astonished at such a report he used to set off at a run for that place during the days
of July and August, after he had recited the psalms set for the third hour, and would spend
the whole afternoon there in the places supposed to belong to Artemis. And as no evil
manifestation showed itself to him owing to Christ's protection, he returned to the
chapel.254

There is clearly a connection between Pagan belief and “evil”, which could be a
representation of a lingering hostility towards pagan belief, or a misunderstanding of the
Roman past.
In a similar fashion, demons are unleashed by workmen who, when building a
bridge, go searching hillsides for carved stone slabs. In doing so, the men free demons who
then torment the village of Buzaea.
In the village of Buzaea, which belonged to the city of Kratianae, the inhabitants wanted
to build a bridge over the torrent which ran through it, as the latter often became swollen
by many streams and could not be crossed. They hired workmen and when the work had
almost reached completion and only a few stone slabs were still needed to finish it the
workmen at the Devil's instigation went to a certain hill not far off and dug out some slabs
from it on the excuse, vas some said, that they were needed for their work; but the majority
said that they had stolen away a treasure that was hidden there.255

If the hill contained carved stone slabs and rumors of treasure it may have been an
ancient pagan temple, or perhaps a tomb. The excavation of this area seemed to coincide
with “demons” being unleashed upon the village, and these demons are associated with
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disaster, in this case, an illness gripped the village soon after.
In Chapter 44, near the city of Herakleia on the Black Sea, we encounter another
demon that has been unleashed by some sort of excavation. “Theodore is asked to go to
Herakleia in the province of Pontus to pray in the church of the Virgin in Herakleia.
Theodore similarly frees the house of Theodore Latzeas, a distinguished landed proprietor,
from demons who had come out of an excavation made in his house and had thus caused
great suffering in the family and in the city as well.”256 Chapter 114 also features a demon
freed by excavation. In this case, a man who was expanding his threshing mill unleashed a
demon while digging. He was accused of digging for treasure, presumably on some ancient
site or tomb. “When the villagers saw the distress of their own people and thought that
Eutolmius had dug in order to get money out of the hill.”257 The connection between
Demons and digging up ancient tombs seems to have been a common one, and there are
further references to this in the Life.
The association of demons with ancient tombs appears again in Chapter 126. Here,
a farmer named Timotheus is directly accused of tomb robbing when his hillside digging
freed a demon:
Again, in the village of Eukraae in Lagantine there was a farmer, Timotheus by name, who
happened to dig into the side of a hill, which bordered his land, whether in order to improve
the adjoining property which belonged to him or in order to carry off some treasure I cannot
say. For the report spread abroad that he had done it in search of money. Thereupon the
great army of unclean spirits who dwelt in it came out and attached themselves to the
persons of that village and most of the men with their wives and children were grievously
tormented; and the spirits caused such disorders and such breakages that Euphrantas, the
then governor of the metropolis of Ancyra, hearing of this, decided to send and arrest the
aforesaid farmer, Timotheus, and subject him to a heavy fine for having broken open a
256
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grave.258

This event contains the clearest reference to demons being associated with ancient
pagan tombs, and with those who searched for treasure in these tombs risking freeing
dormant demons. The disturbing of pagan tombs freed demons again in Chapter 118:
Another time a similar thing happened in the same village. For a marble sarcophagus stood
at a certain spot on their boundary and it contained the skeletons of some Greeks (i.e.
pagans) of ancient times which were guarded by demons; by the latter’s' suggestion the
following idea occurred to some of the householders of the village; they came and opened
the said chest and took off the covering, or lid, and carried it to their village and placed it
there to serve as a water trough. Because of this many of the inhabitants of the village were
again vexed by demons, and their beasts and properties were likewise injured. 259

Clearly the ancient pagan ruins were a haunted place to be avoided, a correlation we see
earlier in the ancient site associated with the Goddess Artemis. Throughout the Life,
demons are associated with pagan belief, pagan practices, and pagan tombs.
While Byzantium by the seventh century was almost entirely Christian, there
seemed to be some lingering fear of the ancient pagan world, and with this fear, some belief
in the power of ancient Greek gods and goddesses. This may indicate some degree of
religious syncretism between Christian and pagan beliefs, or it may indicate a
misunderstanding of religious beliefs from the Roman era, or perhaps both. The Life of St.
John of Damascene also indicates that in many of the provincial cities pagan practices
continued well into the seventh century. In the case of John, such practices continued even
after the Muslim conquest and occupation. 260 The presence of pagans in the imperial
system points to a continuity with the earlier Roman period and cannot be ignored as
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symbolic of the overall continuity within Byzantine urban society.
Urban Locations in Context
The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon largely focuses on rural village life. Nonetheless, during
his tenure as Bishop of Anastasioupolis and later while a well-known holy man at his
monastery, Theodore travelled to some urban areas. Furthermore, many of the people
Theodore interacts with seem to be urbanites. There are several cities referenced in the Life.
Many, like Nicomedia and Nicaea, are only mentioned in passing in passing; for some, like
Amorium, Ancyra, Pessinus, the small town of Germia, and of course Constantinople, we
receive more detail.
Chapters 107 through 109 take place in Amorium. Amorium was an important city
in Anatolia from the Roman period through the eleventh century. It was situated along
several important imperial highways. The oldest highway, dating from the early Roman
period ran east from Apameia in Syria through to Ancyra and then on to the cities of
Ionia.261 A second newer highway, dating from the time of Constantine I, ran from
Dorylaeum and Iconium through south eastern Anatolia into Cilicia.262 This second
highway was mainly used by the military and imperial officials, which means that owing
to the mention of these types of figures in the Life this was likely the highway which passed
through Sykeon.263 Amorium was at this point an important market town, owing to its
position along the imperial highways, but not a religious or military center. Later in the
middle Byzantine period, the city would take on a more important civic and military role. 264
261
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The city was walled, although these walls date to the period of unrest in the fifth century,
and are not relevant to the crisis period.265 Amorium may have been a prosperous city
during the time of St. Theodore, but it did not become a prominent one until later in the
crisis period, with the loss of Syria and Egypt and the reduction of the Empire to Anatolia
and the hinterland around Constantinople and Thessalonica. Indeed, Amorium became
more important after the crisis period with it being an important staging ground for the
Byzantine military and an important fortress city that held the Anatolian hinterland against
aggression from the Arab Caliphate.266
In the Life of St. Theodore, Amorium is described as a prosperous city, enclosed
within walls, with a largely Christian population. Despite the wars with Persia at the time,
Amorium was safe enough that the wealthy population lived in suburban villas.
In Amorium the son of the 'illustris' John, a youth eighteen years old, who had been
paralyzed for three years, was carried into Theodore's presence… Theodore directed that
the youth should be taken outside the city walls to the house of the 'illustris' Anastasius
and laid in the oratory there, dedicated to the Virgin, where Theodore intended to lodge.
A procession met Theodore and prayers were said through the streets of the city until the
cathedral was reached. Here the bishop, who through illness could not take part in the
procession, asked Theodore to celebrate the Communion.267

The existence of a suburban population is mentioned again in Chapter 109 of the Life
when Theodore passes through the suburbs on his way back to his monastery at
Sykeon.268
Ancyra is frequently mentioned in the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, most likely
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owing to its proximity to the village of Sykeon. The Life begins with a description of the
location of Sykeon, which is described as within the jurisdiction of the town of
Anastasioupolis, which is itself under the jurisdiction of Ancyra.269 Presumably, the
imperial highway that ran through Sykeon was the main highway to Ancyra. Ancyra is
clearly the leading city of the region; it is referenced as having an archbishop, as well as
an educational convent.270 The Life also refers to Ancyra as the “capital of the province.”271
Chapter 116 refers to Ancyra as the residence of the “governor.” 272 Decisions concerning
the region were clearly made in Ancyra on an ecclesiastical level, as well. Chapter 58
describes how the landowners of Anastasioupolis went to Ancyra to request that Theodore
be appointed as their bishop.273
While Ancyra, or at least officials from it are frequently mentioned in the Life, we
receive few details about the urban nature of the city itself. Chapter 45 describes the city
as being in the grip of a plague, and of St. Theodore visiting the city to attempt to end it.
On another occasion, as great mortality was occurring among men and oxen in the
metropolis of Ancyra, leading citizens (protiktores) of that metropolis came to the
monastery to the servant of God and took him and led him away to their city. Some
among them had daughters who were nuns in the convent of the Holy Mother of God,
called Beeia, and they besought the Saint to bless and strengthen their daughters in their
faith; and they persuaded him to lodge there and to pray for them. The Saint appointed a
day of supplication when the whole city and neighborhood assembled and he went in
procession with them and offered prayers to God and thus released them from the plague
269
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which held them in its grip; and to stay the deaths among the oxen he blessed water for
sprinkling over the cattle and thus freed them, too, from death. The inhabitants of the city
thereupon gave thanks to God and accompanied the Saint to his monastery. 274

From this event, we can tell that Ancyra had a large urban population, indicated by the
description of the city inhabitants following the saint on a processional through the
streets. We can also tell that the economy was largely agrarian, by the description of the
plague striking not only people, but their oxen as well. Beyond the existence of an urban
population and their adherence to Christianity, the only discernable information regarding
Ancyra from the Life is that it was an administrative center on both a civic and
ecclesiastical level.
Ancyra became a major political center in the late seventh century, with the
reorganization of the remaining imperial provinces into themes. Ancyra served as the
capital of the then Opsician theme. At the time of the Life however, themes are not
referred to, so the imperial administration was clearly using the old provincial
boundaries. At the time of St. Theodore, Ancyra was a walled city; the fortifications had
been built in the third century when the region was threatened by barbarian invasions. 275
The city walls remained in use until the ninth century when the city was sacked by the
Arabs. After the sacking of Ancyra in 838, the walls were dismantled and a citadel was
built on the highest point of the city.276 Coin finds in the city indicate that at least until
the eight century, the city had a currency-based economy. 277 The baths of Caracalla, built
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in the third century, seem to have remained in use until the eighth century, as well.
During the time of St. Theodore, Ancyra seems to have been a stable and relatively
prosperous city. Urban decline in Ancyra is not evident until the ninth century, after the
city was sacked by the Arabs.
Germia (Chonai) is referenced many times in the Life of St. Theodore. Germia is an
interesting case study. In the Life, Germia seems to be a sizeable settlement, centered
around the Church of St. Michael the Archangel. Chapter 71 refers to the settlement as a
place of a yearly festival dedicated to the Mother of God. “Aemilianus, the bishop of the
town of Germia, invited Theodore to stay with him. They meet in the church of the
Archangel at Germia. At that time the annual festival of the Mother of God in the village
of Mousage took place which was held conjointly by the Bishops and the inhabitants of the
two towns of Germia and Eudoxias, in each case the whole town turning out in procession
and meeting at Mousage.”278 There seems to have been a sizeable population that was at
least large enough to hold this festival and gather in a processional.
Later in the Life, Germia is also attested to as a place of pilgrimage, apparently for
the relics of St. George. “The blessed man greatly longed to find some relics of the glorious
and victorious martyr George and prayed to the latter to satisfy this longing. Now
Aemilianus, the very holy bishop of Germia, had a piece of the martyr's head and one finger
of a hand and one of his teeth and another small piece. So the martyr appeared to the bishop
and exhorted him to give these relics to his servant Theodore for the church that the latter
had built in his honor.”279
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Despite its appearance in the Life as an apparent population center and as a place
of pilgrimage and worship, according to the archeological record, the town of Germia
seems to have been a small settlement.280 Germia was known in Byzantine times for its
thermal springs and for the aforementioned pilgrimage sites. There are other churches
found there, and perhaps the remnants of a few monasteries. There was also a necropolis,
established in Roman times and used throughout Byzantine times. 281 There is no evidence
of largescale settlement, beyond the existence of a large necropolis, which could have been
used by the surrounding community, rather than the inhabitants of the town. There is only
a single coin find at Germia, a hoard of 47 coins, buried in the seventh century. 282
While the Life portrays Germia as a large settlement, archeology indicates that the
settlement was small, and that the main landmarks were the Church of the Archangel and
the thermal springs. It is possible that the limits of modern archeology have not uncovered
the entire settlement of Germia. It is also possible that if, as was the case in most Byzantine
villages, Germia was made of mud brick and straw, there would be little left to find. It is
also possible that the village was small, and that it was a frequent location in the Life only
because of its importance as a religious center.
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Image 3.2 Important Pilgrimage Sites in Asia Minor

Constantinople, the imperial capital, is an ever-present locale in the Life. This is
owing not only to its importance as a capital city and center of imperial administration, but
also to its importance as a religious site. In the Life, Constantinople seems to fulfil these
functions. Imperial officials on their way too or from Constantinople passed through
Sykeon. While he was still a general, and not an emperor, Maurice visited Theodore at
Sykeon.283 Later a man from the eastern provinces named Antiochus visited Constantinople
to ask for help against barbarian raids.284 When Theodore was seeking a release from his
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duties as bishop, he wrote to the Patriarch at Constantinople to plead his case. 285
From the text, we receive some information regarding the urban nature of
Constantinople. In Chapter 42, Constantinople is mentioned as a center of craftsmanship,
in this case silverwork.
As through the grace of God the size of the holy and venerable monastery was greatly
increased, a need was felt for holy vessels of silver (for the existing ones were of marble);
so the holy Theodore sent his archdeacon to the capital, Constantinople, to buy a chalice
and a paten of silver for the service of the immaculate mysteries. The archdeacon went and
bought from a silversmith a pure and well finished vessel, so far as concerned the quality
of the silver and the workmanship, and he brought it back to the monastery.286

We also have some indication of the neighborhoods in Constantinople from the Life,
as Chapter 81 refers to a neighborhood named Galatius. 287 Other named districts are
Sporacius and Varanas.288 There is no description of the neighborhoods beyond this, other
than to say that Theodore was lodging in Varanas. Constantinople was clearly an important
city during St. Theodore’s time, which, considering its position as imperial capital, comes
as no surprise. What is most noteworthy is that travel between the imperial capital and the
provinces seems to have been relatively safe and straightforward. The Life’s description of
Constantinople as a thriving city and center of imperial authority matches the description
of Constantinople in the Miracles of St. Artemios, which also describe Constantinople as a
center of authority and an entrepot of trade.
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Trade and Transport
There are many references to trade and travel throughout the Life. Moving throughout the
Empire seems to have been something that was almost a normal part of life for many of
the people that Theodore encountered. There also seems to have been a good deal of
diversity in the Empire. While most of the diversity was economic, there are a few
references to foreigners of people of different ethnic backgrounds. Byzantium, during the
time of St. Theodore, seems to have been, even at the local level, economically complex,
with well-maintained imperial highways, a diversity of labor, and still been home to a
heterogeneous population. There are references to various professions, from sailors to
merchants to farmers, as well as reference to one person who was referred to as an African.
In the Life, when we are first introduced to Sykeon, we are told that it is located
along an imperial highway system. There were two imperial highway systems near
Sykeon, one which ran from the East to Ancyra and towards Ionia, and another that ran
from the Black Sea south towards Cilicia. Both of these imperial highway systems passed
through Ancyra, and near Sykeon. However, there are referencesin the Life to the imperial
highway system being used by imperial authorities, which likely means that the highway
system being referenced in the Life is the East to West route. Numerous travelers are
mentioned as travelling through Sykeon on their way to Constantinople. St. Theodore’s
father is said to have been a camel trainer travelling along the imperial highway at the
behest of his master, the Emperor Justinian.289 Prior to him being emperor, Maurice
passed through Sykeon on his way towards Constantinople. 290

289

Norman Baynes and Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel
the Stylite, St. Theodore of Sykeon and St. John the Almsgiver (Crestwood NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary
Press, 1977), 88.
290
Norman Baynes and Elizabeth Dawes, Three Byzantine Saints: Contemporary Biographies of St. Daniel

119

Maurice had been in the East, fighting the Persians at the command of the Emperor
Tiberias. The petitioner Antiochus travelled through Sykeon as well on his way to
Constantinople from the East.291
The imperial highway system did not just run to Constantinople; it is clear that
travelers could easily travel along this route from other parts of the Empire towards the
capital. Travelers also used the route to travel within the different provinces. The bishop of
Nicomedia travelled to Sykeon to seek St. Theodore’s intersession. 292 In a similar fashion,
an imperial tax collector from Nicaea came to Theodore to request help in locating missing
funds.293 Later in the Life, Theodore travels to Jerusalem. We are not told of the nature of
his travel, but presumably it was over land as Theodore would have had to travel a
considerable distance to reach an ocean.294 The Life also mentions ocean travel, however,
so a journey by sea cannot be completely ruled out. Ocean travel is mentioned in Chapter
132, when Theodore is mentioned as travelling from Pylea to Constantinople. 295
What is the most remarkable about the types of travel mentioned in the Life of St.
Theodore is that many of the travelers are mentioned as being old or ill. Antiochus was
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referred to as “about one hundred years old, and the hair of his head was as white as wool,
and hung down to his loins, and so too did his beard.”296 The bishop from Nicomedia was
paralyzed and had to be carried to Theodore. “He came in a litter; for he suffered from gout
in his hands and was paralyzed in all his limbs and could not even convey his food to his
mouth with his own hands, but his attendants had to supply his every need.” 297 It is clear
from the Life that during Theodore’s time, travel was not only possible; it was relatively
safe as well. Even the old and injured could use the imperial highway system and assume
a reasonable chance of arriving at their destination.
The presence of an imperial highway system in and of itself would seem to indicate
a well-functioning central government, as would the apparent safety of this mode of
transportation. Although we don’t have any information from the Life regarding the
condition of the imperial highway, it must have been passable, as many people mentioned
travelling along the highway are old and infirm. There are several other references in the
Life to imperial government and some hints as to the function of local governments.

Land and Power
In the Life of St. Theodore, local landowners and officials seem to have held a great deal
of power. Theodore seems to have been appointed bishop not by the Patriarch in
Constantinople, or the Archbishop in Ancyra; rather, local landowners went to the
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Archbishop to request that Theodore be appointed. “After the death of Timotheus the
Bishop of Anastasioupolis, the clergy and the landowners living in that town went to the
metropolis Ancyra to the most blessed Archbishop, Paul, and asked him to appoint the great
servant of God, Theodore, the archimandrite of the monastery of Sykeon, as bishop of their
most Holy Church.”298 Later, when Theodore proved to be an unpopular bishop and was
accused of misappropriation of Church funds, he was similarly had to receive permission
from the same local landowners in order to lay down his office.
He therefore laid the matter of his resignation before St. George in prayer and besought
God that he might without condemnation deliver up his bishopric. He received assurance
that his request was granted. So he summoned a meeting of the clergy and landowners of
the town. They had refused to listen to his protests, he said, and had persisted in making
him their bishop, though he knew that he was unfitted for the government of the church.
'And now this is the eleventh year that I have troubled you and been troubled by you, I
beseech you, therefore, choose for yourselves a shepherd in whom you may find
satisfaction, one who can take charge of your affairs.' As for himself, henceforth he was no
longer their bishop, but as a humble monk he was returning to the monastery in which he
had vowed to serve his Lord all the days of his life.299

Despite in theory being an ecclesiastical official we see that Theodore’s position relied
upon the acquiescence of local potentates, at least in the very early seventh century. In later
Chapters of the Life, we see that power seems to flow more from religious authorities than
civic ones, and that even this power became increasingly localized.
Despite the presence of imperial officials passing through Sykeon, there seems to
have been a lack of presence of the imperial government. There is a governor in residence
at Ancyra, but most other government seems to consist of local landowners or potentates. 300
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There seem to have been times when the local government was unable to respond to crisis
and the church would step in to fill the void. Chapter 76 describes how the peasantry turned
to Theodore to assist them against an unscrupulous tax collector.
For Theodore used to entrust the administration and the governance of the properties
belonging to the church to men of the city and injustice was done to the peasants; in one
case for instance he had entrusted them to a leading citizen (protiktor) of Anastasioupolis,
Theodosius, by name; and he continually acted unjustly and defrauded the peasants. So
they a came to the servant of Christ and met him in tears, and he, moved with sympathy,
grieved over them, for his holy and sensitive soul could not bear to see any one in trouble.
He summoned Theodosius and with many admonitions besought him to cease his acts of
injustice against the peasants.301

Either the imperial government was unable to respond to this type of issue or Theodore
was the highest authority in his bishopric. In this event, Theodore both appointed the tax
collector, and then ousted him from his position when he abused his office.

Conclusion
The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon is similar to some of the other hagiographies in the sense
that we can see what life was like for the average seventh century Byzantine citizen. We
also get a sense for how the imperial government functioned and for the limits of imperial
authority. The Life also provides excellent insight into the Byzantine mindset during this
period. It was a deeply religious society that was still grappling with its pagan past. The
other hagiographies in this dissertation all take place in an urban locale. The Life of St.
Theodore of Sykeon is largely a hagiography that deals with rural life, specifically, the
rural life of the peasant population that Theodore served. This makes the Life of St.
Theodore significant, as it provides details of Byzantine life outside the urban center.
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Chapter 4: The Miracles of St. Theodore and Small City Life in Euchaita

The Life, Education and Miracles of Theodore the Recruit is a collection of stories
concerning the life and martyrdom of St. Theodore the Recruit, a fourth century Byzantine
saint, and a collection of posthumous miracle stories which took place in the provincial
city of Euchaita in the seventh century. This chapter discusses the unwitting evidence
provided by miracle stories concerning life in a small Byzantine city during the Seventh
Century Crisis Period. The interplay between state, society, and religion revealed in the
Life of Theodore advances the argument that, despite the seventh century crisis, Byzantine
society at the level of a provincial city like Euchaita managed to retain much of its urban
character.
Through various chance references to the nature of urban life in the city of Euchaita
in the Miracles of Theodore, we see a surprising amount of diversity within the cultural
fabric that offers revealing insights about life in a provincial city. For instance, there are
examples of social division between rich and poor in Euchaita. Unnamed benefactors
contributed to the religious and social structures of the town, while other people were so
poor they struggled to survive and some even resorted to thievery. The specialization of
professions common in urban settings is also in evidence, as there are clergy and laypeople,
silversmiths, watchmen, soldiers, and those who supervise the aforementioned groups.
Through the Miracles of Theodore, we witness the human condition in a Byzantine town
in this time period, with examples of family relations, relationships between the clergy and
the laity, social distinctions, and even descriptions of the celebrations revolving around
religious feast days. This text is especially useful for forwarding the argument of urban
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continuity, as it is one of the few hagiographical sources to describe Byzantine secular and
religious life in a remote provincial city, rather than in the major urban centers of
Constantinople or Thessaloniki.

Image 4.1 Euchaita and environs

Euchaita and Theodore
Euchaita, a town in the Roman province of Helenpontus, became a Byzantine archbishopric
in the early seventh century, marking it as an important urban location. Today, the Turkish
village of Beyözü, in the province of Çorum, lies atop part of the ruins of the Byzantine
city. Most historians accept this location, and John Haldon’s archeological survey has
revealed the presence of a sizeable Byzantine settlement in Beyözü. 302 However, the
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acceptance of this location while is not universal. The Turkish historian Esra Keskin
claimed that the location of Euchaita was not the village of Beyözü but rather within the
modern day boundaries of the city of Çorum. 303 The modern day village of Beyözü is small,
but still littered with Byzantine era spolia and epigraphs, as well as repurposed building
material dating to the Byzantine period. According to Byzantine historian and researcher
John Haldon, who has dedicated much of his career to the town, prior to the World War II,
there were numerous Byzantine ruins in the area, which have been repurposed. 304 Indeed,
my own trip to Beyözü during my Fulbright revealed Byzantine Era ruins and epigraphs
throughout.
The town became a center for the cult of St Theodore of Amasea after the remains
of the warrior saint were moved from the metropolitan see of Amasea. In its early history
of an archbishopric, Euchaita was suffragan305 to the metropolitan see and often did not
have a bishop of its own. Instead, it was actually a favorite site to deposit disgraced
churchmen. This was the case with John Mauropous, who was exiled there in the eleventh
century and maintained correspondence from the city.306 In 515CE Euchaita was destroyed
during a raid by the Huns. Subsequently, Emperor Anastasias I Dicorus (419–518) oversaw
its rebuilding and refortification, at which time the status of Euchaita was raised to a city. 307
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The city was then attacked and burned by Persians in 615, and again by Arabs under the
leadership of the Ummayad Caliph Mu’awiya in 640. In 663, Euchaita suffered from yet
another Arab attack during which the raiders plundered the city and the overwintered there.
In the process, they destroyed the church of St Theodore.
The extent of the dislocation of Euchaita from central control is perhaps indicated
by the way it became an autocephalous archbishopric (i.e. an archbishopric in which the
bishop does not report to any higher-ranking bishop); it was recorded as such in the Notitiae
Espicopatuum of the Emperor Heraclius I in c.640.308 By 681, Euchaita, however, was
clearly back in communion with the Patriarchate, as the city’s archbishop, Epiphanios,
attended the Ecumenical Third Council of Constantinople (680-681) and the Quinisext
Council at Trullo in 692.
Euchaita was rebuilt during the seventh century and had recovered sufficient
importance to again become the target of Arabs attacks by the early ninth century. In 810,
the Arabs scored a military victory in the vicinity of Euchaita, taking captive the strategos
of the Armeniac Theme, as well as his entire treasury. Later, in the ninth century, under
Emperor Leo VI (886–912), Euchaita became a metropolitan see in its own right, with four
suffragan sees allotted to it (Gazala, Kautziagra, Sibiktos and Bariané). In official records
it was ranked as fifty-first in the hierarchy of metroplitanates. While Euchaita suffered
repeated attacks in the sixth and seventh centuries, the evidence of the archiepiscopal
records would seem to indicate that the city was not only able to recover from these attacks,
but also to increase its status as a city in terms of its standing in the hierarchy of the
Patriarchate.
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One of the reasons for the increase in importance of Euchaita may have been the
presence in the city of the remains of St Theodore the Recruit (also known as St Theodore
of Amasea). Theodore died in Amasea on 17th February 306. His place of birth is unknown,
but it has been suggested that it was in the city of Euchaita, which might explain the
translation of his remains there.309
It is necessary to try to clear up some confusion over the existence of two potentially
different St Theodores: St Theodore Tiron of Amasea (or Theodore the Recruit) and St
Theodore Statelates of Heraclea (or Theodore the General). They only seem to have
become two distinct saints in the ninth century in the Laudito of Niketas David of
Paphlogonia, and even though the shrine at Euchaita has been variously said to
commemorate Theodore the Recruit or Theodore the General, in truth, the shrine predates
any note of differentiation between the two.310 Christopher Walker discusses the
relationship between the two St Theodores at length and concludes, following Hippolytes
Delehaye who first translated the Lives of St Theodore, that there was in fact only one saint,
and that “the Statelates is surely a fiction.”311

The Manuscripts and their Dating
The hagiography referring to St. Theodore was collected in the early twentieth century.
Here, we will be looking at what were originally five texts (which will be numbered,
following Haldon, Text One-Five): four of these texts refer to Theodore the Recruit, and
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the fifth refers to Theodore the General.312 There are also Coptic and Armenian translations
of texts related to St Theodore. Of these, the Coptic version is most relevant, and like the
Text Five, refers to Theodore the General, which is not surprising, as the General is said to
have eastern origins.313
Text One, attributed to Chyrsippos of Jerusalem, is a collection of stories
concerning the saint’s martyrdom and miracles after his death. This text can be confidently
dated to the fifth century. The text does however refer to a boy being “carried off by the
Ishmaelites,” which is a term often used to describe Muslim Arabs. 314 The text also refers
to the city being destroyed in a fire, which is similar to Text 4 which describes the city
being burnt to the ground.315 While the initial Miracle Collection can be confidently dated
to the fifth century, the mention of Ishmaelites and the reference to a fire do hint at later
additions, and reflect events that would have been better placed in the seventh century. This
could be the result of a possible rewrite or addition as the Miracle collections were
compiled by the Byzantines in the eleventh century.316 As the collection refers to a sizeable
provincial urban center, it will be used in the course of this chapter to describe day to day
life in a Byzantine provincial city. However, since this was written by Chyrsippos of
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Jerusalem, it is possible that the urban center described is a reflection of Jerusalem, or
perhaps of a generic provincial city, and not of Euchaita.317
Text Two, which describes the “passion” and martyrdom of the Saint, dates to the
late sixth or early seventh century.318 While the text is brief and mostly deals with the
passion, it does contain some context for life in Euchaita and will be discussed in the course
of this chapter. Text Three, which refers to the Life and Education of Theodore, likely dates
to the tenth century. This text contains a discussion of the saint’s childhood and is not
particularly relevant to this discussion.
Text Four is the text most often discussed by historians. Itis particularly interesting
due to the fact that it describes, in varying degrees of detail, the life of the people in the
Byzantine town of Euchaita during the Persian and later Arab invasions.
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the best hagiographic source we have in terms of description of life in a Byzantine
provincial town during the crisis period and the struggle for survival that followed in the
wake of the Persian and Arab invasions in the seventh century. 320 Indeed, of the other
hagiographies discussed in this dissertation, only one other, the Life of Symeon the Holy
Fool, which has the town of Emessa as its backdrop, focuses on a provincial town.
While the Life of Symeon was compiled in the seventh century, it dates to the sixth
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or very early seventh; in other words, before or possibly very early in the crisis period. The
other hagiographies focus on major cities: Constantinople in the Miracles of St. Artemios,
Alexandria in the case of the Life of St. John the Almsgiver, and Thessalonica in the
Miracles of St. Demetrius.
As for the other texts related to Theodore and Euchaita, Text Five focuses on the
Theodore the General, and especially on his martyrdom. This text was composed by
Niketas of Paphlagonia and dates to the tenth Century, which is when the cult of St.
Theodore the General rose to prominence. Again, due to its late date, this text is not
particularly relevant in unearthing incidental information about life in the seventh
century.321 The Coptic texts also refer to Theodore the General and are dateable to a degree
of certainty to the tenth century, as well. These texts will be referenced in the course of this
discussion.322
Despite the importance of Text Four, which contains the miracles most relevant to
the crisis period and the Persian and Arab invasions, the actual dating of this text is hotly
debated. While the miracles of Text Four obviously refer to events of Persian and later Arab
attacks, there is some disagreement about when these attacks actually took place. There are
three major schools of thought which propose divergent arguments dating the Miracles to
the seventh, the eighth, or the tenth century. Hippolyte Delehaye, who was the first to
translate these texts in 1909, believed that the Miracles dated to the middle of the tenth
century.323 Alexander Kazdahn and Constantine Zuckerman working in the 1980s dated the
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text to the eighth century.324 However, Dorothy Ambrahamse, in a 1967 PhD dissertation,
argued for a seventh century setting, although she did not provide the exact date. 325 F.R.
Trombley, also working in the 1980s, argued for a seventh century date as well, as well.
More recently, Tuna Artun also argued for a seventh century date and was able to fix a
precise date to 663/664.326
One major point of debate is that the Miracles reference the reign of an Emperor
Constantine and fix the events to his fourteenth regnal year. Specifically, in Text Four:
Miracle Four:
In the fourteenth year of the God-protected and Christ-loving reign of Constantine, when
the peace between Romans and Saracens came to an end, at the beginning of the seventh
indiction, the wicked sons of Hagar took the field and laid waste to our entire land because
of our sins. For the truth is that the evils that befall the attacked are sent by God's just
judgement to those who deserve punishment. For 'war', says the Prophet Hosea, 'came upon
the children of disobedience, and nations shall be gathered against them to chastise them
for their iniquity.327

Zuckerman argues that using this fixed regnal year as a form of dating, there is only one
Emperor Constantine that could be referenced, Constantine V, who, in 754 CE, was indeed
in his fourteenth regnal year.328 Kazdahn argues much the same: “But 754, the thirteenth
or fourteenth year of Constantine V, was exactly the seventh indiction 329…We cannot be
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certain but we may very tentatively assume 754 as the terminus post quem.”330 The matter
would seem closed except for the fact that Text Four themselves depict events that are not
recorded elsewhere for this time period, and this does not seem feasible considering the
military situation in the eighth century. Even Kazdahn admits that in 754CE, the Arab raids
only reached the Taurus pass, which is in Cilicia, far to the East and South of Euchaita. 331
The main “official” Byzantine source for this time, the Chronicle of Theophanes,
makes no mention of an Arab attack on Byzantine territory. In fact, the text shows that the
Emperor Constantine used the distraction of internal revolt within the Caliphate to lead
attacks on the Arab portion of Cilicia.332 As Theophanes was an iconophile and Constantine
V was an iconoclast, Theophanes would not have had a particular reason to present the
Emperor in a falsely favorable light; indeed, elsewhere he does not do so, referring to
Constantine as “impious” and “arrogant.”333 It is therefore unlikely that he would have
misrepresented the situation and declared that Constantine was taking the offensive against
the Arabs, when in fact the Arabs were attacking, as they are depicted doing in Text Four.
Furthermore, geographically speaking, by the middle of the eighth century,
Euchaita was far from the military frontier, which was further east on the border of Armenia
and Cilicia. Therefore, an Arab attack would have to have involved crossing through Adana
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and the Cilician gates, avoiding Constantine V, who was campaigning in the area. In
addition, they would have had to avoid the (formidable) Byzantine defenses at Kayseria
and then travel through pacified territory without being detected, to launch a surprise attack
on Euchaita.334 Such a maneuver becomes yet more improbable as in Text Four: Miracle
Seven we are told that the Arabs wintered in the town. This seems highly unlikely
considering that the Emperor Constantine was frequently in Asia Minor during the 750s.
The Text Four then reports that the Arabs were not forced out by Byzantine authorities;
they left of their own accord come spring: “The invading force occupied the city during
the entire winter and turned it into their headquarters. There they gathered the captives and
the livestock from nearby provinces, and so, towards March, all streets and houses of
Euchaita were full of carcasses of animals which emitted such stench that even the Arabs
themselves could not stand it anymore and had to leave.”335 From a military standpoint,
the most probable time of the Arab occupation of Euchaita would be the seventh century.
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Image 4.2: The fortifications at Kayseri (Kayseria) in Turkey. Although the top of the walls date to the
Ottoman period, the lower walls date to the Byzantine period, having been built during the reign of the
Emperor Justinian.336

The Chronicle of Theophanes reports that the Byzantines, not the Arabs were on
the offensive in the 750s. Considering where the frontier was in 750s, this would have made
Euchaita an unlikely and difficult to reach target. Furthermore, given Constantine’s military
presence in the area in the 750s, this would have made it difficult for the Arabs to
overwinter in the town in the town.
Considering the difficulty of the Arab armies reaching the town, perhaps we need
to look at another date for Text Four. Zuckerman, who as we noted, had suggested that the
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fourteenth year of Constantine V’s reign may fit the internal information in Text Four, had
some qualms about an eighth century date himself. He acknowledges that the Persian attack
in Text Four: Miracle Two could not be dated to the eighth century because it is simply too
late, since after decades of battle losses, the Persians had been subsumed into the Islamic
Caliphate following the death of the last Sassanid shah in 651. He therefore argues for a
seventh century date and explains the discrepancy as mistaken historical memory. 337
In bygone days, when the godless people of Persians had occupied our land they entered
the saint's shrine and laid bare his bones. Immediately, a fragrance spread all over the shrine
and many of those who gathered there were relieved from evil spirits and healed from
various corporal diseases. Seeing the wonder-working power accorded by God to St.
Theodore's relics, each of the healed took a part of them to himself as a priceless medicine.
Yet very soon they were forced to bring all the bones back, for the earth started trembling
and did not cease until the Persians themselves ordered them to restore St. Theodore's body
to its original form. The Persians appointed one of the captive priests to keep the relics, and
the latter transferred them to Eleutherios the Great who was at the time the bishop of our
city and who subsequently built anew St. Theodore’s martyrdom. 338

Dorothy Ambrahamse argues that Text Four: Miracle Two was an eighth century
recollection of an earlier time, and that the regnal year of Constantine is correct in terms of
dating the transcribing of the Miracles, but that the events themselves are seventh century
events. “If there is any thruth (sic) in the statement of the miracles...the events should be
placed somewhere in the reign of Constantine IV (668-685) or possibly Constans II (641668).”339 Kazdahn dismisses Ambrahamse’s conclusion of a seventh century date, and
continues to argue for an eighth century date based on the regnal year states. Nevertheless,
he states that, “In a hagiographical text we meet a legend rather that a fact. To require an
exact coincidence of the legend with the scarce historical information surviving in
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chronicles available to us is too critica1 a demand.”340 Tuna Artun, however, picks up the
Ambrahamse’s line of thinking and argues that certain events described, such as when the
Byzantines consider abandoning the town of Euchaita, and when the Arabs wintered in the
town, are much more reflective of the period of warfare between 663–680 than they are of
any period during the eighth century. Artun stresses that:
If we review the history of the Byzantine-Arab warfare from the mid-seventh to the tenth
century, it seems in fact far more probable that the years between 663 and 681 are the most
likely to accommodate the events described in the miracles of St. Theodore. 341 For roughly
two decades, Arab forces had not only successfully penetrated the Byzantine defenses and
eventually besieged Constantinople itself (674), but they were also able to winter on
Byzantine soil year after year.342

Artun argues that based upon what we know of historical fact and the Byzantine
records, the events mentioned must have been dated to the seventh century. A mid-seventh
century date also resolves the issues of the Arabs somehow evading the fortifications at
Kayseria. Kayseria had fallen to the Arabs in 647 and was not recovered until later in the
seventh century.343
The events described, such as Persian attacks, and the Arabs wintering in the city,
are much more likely to reflect events in the seventh century. An eighth century date would
have to allow for an (unlikely) Arab sneak attack on Euchaita, but the Persian attack cannot
be explained. Nevertheless, the fourteenth regnal year of Constantine does line up neatly
with the reign of Constantine V, so we cannot dismiss the dating of Text Four to the eighth
century out of hand. It seems most likely that Text Four reflects events in the seventh
340
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century but was recorded in the eighth; the regnal date that does not fit events would then
have been added in the eighth century or the eleventh century when Text Four was copied
into the manuscript that Delehaye was working with. We should, therefore, treat Text Four
as a record made during the eighth century, which was remembering seventh century
events.
The Coptic texts regarding Theodore the General suffer from a similarly confused
dating pattern. Winstedt dates the Coptic texts to the tenth century based on the signature
of the scribe.344 However, events in the text such as war with the Persians clearly reflect
seventh century events, while even mentioning the Emperor Diocletian, who reigned in the
third century.345 Since events depicted in the Text Four occurred in the seventh century, but
reference an emperor from the eighth and are recorded in a manuscript dating to the
eleventh, it is possible that the Coptic texts do date to the tenth century, but that they and
Text Four derive from some common source, or oral tradition, which reference the
Theodore legend as it related to seventh century events. In the Coptic texts, Theodore
defends the city of Euchaita from a dragon while the populace looks on from the walls.
This is done at the behest of a widow who is concerned about her sons. 346 This is very
similar to Text Four: Miracle Nine when Theodore defends the city from “barbarians” who
are camped beneath the walls while the populace looks on. This is also done at the behest
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of a widow, concerned for her sons.347 The two incidents, in the Coptic Texts and in Text
Four, share key elements, which suggest a common source. We should not the discrepancy
between an attack by a dragon or by barbarians concern us too much, because as Patricia
Brown points out, “The dragon is most commonly cast as the mighty opponent of
Christianity and the threat of the organized evil of paganism.” 348

Image 4.3: Byzantine Frontiers in the Seventh and Eighth Centuries. In this map, the line represents the
approximate seventh century frontier.

In sum, we can in fact use Text Four and the Coptic sources as evidence for events
in the seventh century, despite perhaps having been recorded in the eighth century and
existing currently in tenth and eleventh century manuscripts. We can now move on to
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consider what they tell us about the city of Euchaita as a Byzantine provincial town during,
or shortly after, the crisis period. The seventh century crisis period involved two separate
invasions: the first Persian invasion during the early seventh century, and a further invasion
by the Arabs during the last third of the seventh century.
There is a good deal of debate as to how damaging this crisis was for Byzantium as
a society and for the urban structure of the Byzantine town. The general consensus is for
decline. The exact degree of that decline, however, is a matter of debate, as is the question
of what aspect of society saw continuity after the crisis period was over. In other words,
there is debate about whether there was there a disruption and then a degree of continuity,
or whether there was a more significant collapse and then at some point, a degree of
recovery but not to the extent of continuity of old societal norms.
The answer is not very easy to come by, but there is considerable evidence for some
continuity throughout the crisis period and beyond. Moreover, there is also evidence for
rebuilding (to some degree) about thirty to forty years after the crisis period. At the same
time, however, there is also evidence of urban abandonment at some sites in the town. As
this dissertation as a whole posits, we can make generalizations across all regions of
Byzantium. In the case of Euchaita, Text Four records several distinct attacks on the town,
which would inevitably have deepened and prolonged the crisis and stunted efforts at
recovery.
Throughout the sixth century, as a response to Slavic invasions and warfare on the
Persian frontier, the imperial government became more centralized and active in trying to
counteract frontier hostilities. As a result, Byzantine cities lost much of their administrative
independence; the seventh century crisis period greatly sped up the process of government
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centralization. Due to territorial losses, the imperial government exerted control over fewer
provinces, but the nature of the control in the provinces that remained had become more
involved and centralized.349
In most sites in the archeological record, there is a clear urban contraction. In some
cases, the urban area retreated inside city walls. In others, the city walls themselves shrank
to fortify a smaller area. In yet other instances, cities and towns were moved in their
entirety, from vulnerable fields and valleys to fortified hilltops.350 Some of these resulting
settlements would be better called kastra or fortress rather than a town.351 Broadly
speaking, the urban area for most Byzantine cities fell by about half, and we can assume
that population declines were similar. Furthermore, the urban landscape had changed.
Broad avenues and impressive monuments were no more, and public bathhouses shrank or
disappeared. Compared to earlier Byzantine cities, these surviving settlements must have
seemed plain, small, and cramped.352
The new towns were often clustered around churches and constricted by city walls,
but some cities weathered the storm better than others. The new centralized imperial
government divided the remaining provinces into Themes, which had one governor who
controlled both military and civil affairs. Each of these Themes had a base, or provincial
capital, and some of these provincial capitals, such as Amorium, seem to have actually

349

Helen Saradi, “The City in Byzantine Hagiography,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine
Hagiography: Volume II Genres and Contexts, ed. Stephanos E. Ethymiadis (Burlington VT: Ashgate,
2011), 429.
350
Warren Treadgold, "The Struggle for Survival (641-780)" in The Oxford History of Byzantium, ed. Cyril
Mango (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 142.
351
Helen Saradi, “The City in Byzantine Hagiography,” in The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine
Hagiography: Volume II Genres and Contexts, ed. Stephanos E. Ethymiadis (Burlington VT: Ashgate,
2011), 429.
352
Warren Treadgold, "The Struggle for Survival (641-780)" in The Oxford History of Byzantium, ed. Cyril
Mango (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 148.

141

grown in importance during the post crisis period.353 Others, like Thessalonica and of
course Constantinople, occupied the same urban space as before, but presumably did so
with reduced populations.354 We can tell from at least from the Miracles of St. Demetrius
that Thessalonica was under considerable duress during the crisis period, so it is not
probable that the pre-crisis urban population was maintained.
The Miracles of St. Theodore take place in the city of Euchaita as it was fighting
off invasions from the Persians and later from the Arabs. Despite some urban decline
however, it is very clear the imperial apparatus continued to function. Militarily, we see the
Emperor Heraclius fighting near Euchaita. Much further east, deep into Persian territory, a
century later, Emperor Constantine V was campaigning across a broad frontier that
stretched from Armenia to northern Syria. As we will see in Chapter 5, the hagiography
related to St. Artemios indicates that imperial trade network continued to function, and that
pilgrimage to cult sites flung far across Anatolia, including Euchaita, was still undertaken.
Even if this pilgrim network was separate from the imperial trade and military network, it
probably functioned along the same routes.
Clive Foss argues that the notion that the Arab invasions permanently disrupted the
imperial trade network must be looked at in a very nuanced way, especially because of the
perseverance of saint’s cults.355 Indeed, Euchaita’s survival may be linked to its location as
a cult pilgrimage site, which made it a site of commerce when it otherwise may not have
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been.356 Certainly, as late as the eleventh century, Euchaita’s status as a pilgrim site
attracted a great many visitors, and the yearly fair dedicated to the saint attracted “visitors
from every nation” and transformed the city into a thriving economic center, at least while
the fair was taking place.357

Urban Life, Economy, and Trade
Text One of Miracles of St. Theodore gives a good glimpse of life in the provincial
Byzantine town, presumably before the invasion period. However, as noted above, this
Miracle may refer to city life in the seventh century, as well. Certainly, in Text 4 there is
less focus on day-to-day life, but there are still some references from which one can infer
an urban setting. Text 4, for instance, refers to the city as being “crowded.” 358 In Text
One, we can see different social classes and a diversity in urban living; there was a direct
connection between status in society and personal identity. In Text 4, while there are
fewer references to social classes, we can still see that there was an authority source in
the person of the Bishop Eleutherios. We can also see that men with enough means were
able to escape the city during times of strife and to make offerings (of an ox) upon return
to the urban area.359
One type of urbanite in Euchaita was farmers or herdsmen who seemed to have a
connection to the urban center of the town. These people seem quite wealthy, at least by
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the standards of the day. Miracle One of Text 2 refers to a farmer who was wealthy
enough to bestow honors on the church and throw feasts to commemorate St.
Theodore.360 However, there were limits to urban wealth as well. The farmer faced
financial difficulty when he lost his donkey and was only truly engaged in largess during
the twice-yearly feast to commemorate the saint. 361 In Miracle Ten of Text One and again
in Miracle Ten of Text 4 we see a farmer making an offering of an ox to St. Theodore.
This farmer must have been quite wealthy to be able to afford the sacrifice of such a
valuable animal and to have been able to move the animal from the rural hinterlands to
the urban center.362
Another type of urban wealth was represented by silversmiths, who doubled in
function as moneylenders or financiers. “There were some moneychangers, who together
owned a workshop, one acting as a master, the other as a servant.” 363 They were wealthy
enough to own their own workshop, and apparently made money both from the silver
trade, and from the lending of money to others. 364
Unnamed benefactors often donated to the church; Miracle Four of Text One
mentions a silver candelabra, while Miracle Six of the same text refers to a jeweled
sword, both of which were offerings left to St. Theodore.365 In Miracle Seven of Text
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One “someone made an offering of gold” and entrusted it to some unnamed church
authority in commemoration of the feast days. 366 Surplus of labor, or perhaps,
specialization of labor may be represented in Miracle One of Text Four, where an artist
requires the intercession of St. Theodore in order to correctly make an icon. While the
artist did require otherworldly inspiration, the presence of an artist does represent some
specialization of labor.367
There were also shepherds and herdsmen who lived outside of the city and
seemed to only enter the city on special feast days. Travel between the hills where the
flocks lived and the town was difficult for these shepherds, as a missing boy was only
able to return home when St. Theodore, disguised as a soldier, lent the boy his horse. 368
Outsiders coming to the city for special feast days is also mentioned in Miracle Nine of
Text Four, when those entering the city for a feast discover that the bishop had been taken
prisoner by the Arabs (and subsequently freed by a miracle).369
There were urban poor as well; Miracle Two tells of a “needy woman” who
commemorated the feast day of St. Theodore by offering up her most valuable
possession, a hen.370 The urban poor make an appearance in Miracle Five, as well. In this
miracle, a “certain person living in great poverty” resorts to theft from the church in order
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to meet his debts.371 Theft seemed common in Euchaita. The wealthy were frequent
victims of theft, the silver merchants in Miracle Three of Text One have their silver paten
stolen and have to seek intercession from St. Theodore to secure its return. 372 Theft was
not limited to the wealthy. Even the urban poor had something worth stealing to those
less fortunate, as the same woman had her offering later stolen by a starving soldier. 373
Theft also occurs in Text One Miracle Four, this time from the church itself. 374 The
church is also a site of crime in Miracle Eight, when “wicked men” plan on stealing
liturgical vessels from the church in order to raise funds. 375
It is clear that urban poverty was a problem in Euchaita, a situation perhaps
exacerbated by the frequent enemy invasions during the crisis period. Urban diversity is
attested to in Text One of Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit, although in the case of
Text One, the urban area in question was much smaller than Constantinople. It is
reasonable to infer then that most Byzantine urban centers were at least somewhat diverse
in their character, although in the case of St. Theodore’s Euchaita, this urban diversity is
represented in an economic rather than an ethnic sense.

Power and Authority
There seems to have been some limited degree of civil authority in Euchaita, perhaps a

371

John Haldon, A Tale of Two Saints: The Martyrdoms and Miracles of Saints Theodore, the Recruit, and,
the General (Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 2016), 74.
372
John Haldon, A Tale of Two Saints: The Martyrdoms and Miracles of Saints Theodore, the Recruit, and,
the General (Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 2016), 71.
373
John Haldon, A Tale of Two Saints: The Martyrdoms and Miracles of Saints Theodore, the Recruit, and,
the General (Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 2016), 70.
374
John Haldon, A Tale of Two Saints: The Martyrdoms and Miracles of Saints Theodore, the Recruit, and,
the General (Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 2016), 73.
375
John Haldon, A Tale of Two Saints: The Martyrdoms and Miracles of Saints Theodore, the Recruit, and,
the General (Liverpool: University of Liverpool Press, 2016), 76.

146

reflection of the blending of civil and military authority in the crisis period, or perhaps
some form of continued civic authority from more stable times. Miracle Four of Text One
refers to a court and a judge called upon to settle a dispute over missing property,
although this trial took place in the town church.376 The same Miracle also refers to
valuables being placed in the care of the church for safe keeping. As this does not seem to
have been common Byzantine practice, I can infer that it may be a reflection of the crisis
period.377
In Text One Miracle Eight, we see that the church had guardsmen (doorkeepers)
whose job is to protect the church from thieves. 378 Military authority appears in Text Four
Miracle Three, where a Roman Army manages to ambush the Persians outside of the city
walls.379 However, later, in Text 4 Miracle Five and Six when the Arabs attack and
occupy the town, there is no relief force in evidence.380
Early in Text Four we meet a woman of “senatorial rank.” 381 However, later in the
Miracle collection, Miracle Nine, the only visible authority is the bishop and the other
servants of the church, who entreat the citizens not to abandon the town after the Arab
occupation.382 Through the Miracles, although some sort of civil authority is maintained,
the decision making seems to fall less into the hands of the military and more into the
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hands of the church. In fact, when the Persians leave the city after a famine in Miracle
Two, they turn authority over to the Bishop Eleutherios. Thereafter most of the authority
referenced in The Miracles is ecclesiastical. Indeed, there is a collection of lead seals
from the bishops of Euchaita, and these lead seals were used in late antique Byzantium to
demonstrate authority.383 At least one of these seals, that of John, Bishop of Euchaita,
dates to the seventh century.
It is clear that Euchaita experienced a crisis during the seventh century. Beyond
several references to foreign invaders, urban poverty, crime, and cultural uncertainty are
often mentioned. When combined with a clear decline in effective authority, it is no
wonder that the people of Euchaita considered abandoning their town as they do in Text
Four Miracle Seven.384 The fact that they did not do so makes Euchaita unique as well as
important in Byzantine history.
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Image 4.4. Seal of Peter, Bishop of Euchaita, dating to the Seventh Century. It reads Θεοτόκε βοήθει Πέτρῳ
ἐπισκόπῳ Εὐχαΐτων, Theodore, help Peter, bishop of Euchaita.385

Urban Topography
Text One and Text Four of the Miracles also contain some topographic information
regarding the town of Euchaita. From these we can tell that Euchaita, even during the
crisis period, retained much of its urban character.
While Euchaita clearly faced a crisis in the seventh century, including invasions
from the Persians and later the Arabs, it was still referred to early in Text Four as having
been crowded.386 The description of Euchaita as crowded fits with the town portrayed in
Text One, that had a diverse urban population. While it may be tempting to dismiss the
description of a crowded urban center as hagiographical liberty, Miracle Seven of Text
Four describes the city as having “public spaces, streets and houses.” 387 While there is
little description of town life in Text Four, the reference to public spaces, streets, and
houses reveals that the town retained its urban nature, indeed, even its Roman nature into
the seventh century crisis period.
The town of Euchaita also apparently had walls and a gate. Miracle Four of Text
Four refers to an attack on the town by the Arabs. The Arabs are referred to in The
Miracles as “standing before the gate” while the population “watched from the walls.” 388
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The walls of Euchaita were built during the reign of the Emperor Anastasios in the fifth
century.389 John Haldon’s archeological survey of Euchaita has revealed that the town did
indeed have impressive walls that were three meters thick at their base. 390
Another topographical feature of Euchaita was the presence of some sort of refuge
or fortification outside the city walls. Most likely these fortifications were located in the
hills behind the town. In Text Four, Miracle Four, the citizens are referred to as
withdrawing to “the strongholds” after the Arabs take control of the town. 391 In Miracle
Seven of the same text, when after the Arabs departure, the inhabitants return to the town,
they do so from the same “strongholds.”392 In Miracle Nine, the people of Euchaita “stay
close to the strongholds” due to yearly raids from the Arabs. 393 These fortresses were
clearly considered to be associated with the city and represented a place of refuge during
enemy attack.
The presence of some sort of settlement outside the city walls is also attested to in
the Miracles. Miracle Nine of Text Four has an interesting episode. In this miracle, a
bishop and three clerics “in the city” go outside the walls to maintain services at the
shrine of the saint.394 The Arabs attacked those who were performing the service. The
bishop was seized and taken “out of the city” – an indication that at least some area of
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settlement was outside the walls and considered a part of “the city”. A woman who was
among the prisoners asked the bishop to look after her son who was “in the fortress,” an
indication that this area outside the walls was considered a part of the city, while the
fortresses were not. Miracle Ten refers to those who came from the hills as being
associated with the city, but not living in it. In this miracle, a herdsman from the hills
leaves his ox as an offering in the shrine of Theodore, as thanks for being spared from the
Arab attack.395
A final piece of topography mentioned in the Miracles is the shrine or church of
Theodore itself. This church was located outside of the walls but was apparently
considered to be a part of the city.396 The church clearly was of tremendous importance
and was also likely the pilgrim site mentioned as holding a yearly fair.

Conclusion
Euchaita was a Byzantine provincial town of some importance. It was clearly the center
of a Saint’s cult, that of Theodore of Euchaita, and later became an important pilgrimage
site. The city features in the Miracles of St. Theodore Texts One and Texts Four. While
the dating is disputed, at least Text Four, and possibly parts of Text One can be dated to
have their origins in the seventh century. Text Four in particular, describes the city’s
struggle for survival in the face of the Seventh Century Crisis, a period punctuated by the
Arab and Persian invasions.
The city itself came under attack, and was, according to the hagiography,
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occupied at various times by both the Persians and the Arabs. Despite being attacked by
enemy forces, the city remained a settled occupied area. While it is somewhat unclear as
to why the city remained settled and was not abandoned, as many other Byzantine cities
were during this period, the Miracles themselves attribute the city’s resilience to the
patron saint, Theodore. This is similar in some ways to the Miracles of St. Demetrius,
which also describe a city under attack during the crisis period; in this case, the city of
Thessalonica, which was saved by its patron saint, Demetrius.
It is clear that the city of Euchaita experienced a degree of duress during the
seventh century. The hagiographies detail at least two separate attacks on the city. These
attacks led the population (or at least some of them) to flee to nearby fortifications. Even
Text One, most of which can be dated to the fifth century, describes a city with a
population of seemingly desperate urban poor. It is also clear from archeological surveys
that the nearby area saw a collapse in agriculture and a collapse in numismatics dating to
the mid to late seventh century.397
Despite its tribulations, the city described in the Miracles clearly retained some
urban character. Text One refers to a busy urban center, and while Text Four does not, the
later text does describe a city that still had houses, streets, and public spaces, as well as
walls and a gate. Even during the crisis period, the city was not simply an isolated
fortress fighting for survival; it retained something of its urban nature. The city also
retained its religious importance, being the resident of a bishop, as well as a pilgrim
center. The Miracles of St. Theodore reveal an urban center of importance that survived
the crisis period, and because of this, was rather unique in Byzantine hagiography.
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Chapter 5: The Miracles of St Artemios and the Metropolis of Constantinople

As the seat of the imperial government and as an important part of Byzantine prestige, the
capital city of Constantinople remained larger and better maintained than most other
Byzantine cities, such as Alexandria and Emesa discussed in other chapters. It also
remained more diverse, both in terms of population and how that population lived their
lives. Through a close reading of The Miracles of St. Artemios, we can see that seventhcentury Constantinople remained, in many ways, similar to Late Antique Constantinople;
this stands in contrast to any other city in medieval Europe, where the change from Late
Antique to Early Medieval was far more pronounced. In the Miracles, we see the
cosmopolitan nature of seventh-century Constantinople revealed through references to
diversity, the continuation of trade routes, the continued function of imperial government,
and the cityscape of the urban city.
Constantinople probably continued as a large urban center due to a combination of
factors; it was swelled by the presence of the imperial court and government bureaucracy,
and it was the main staging ground of the Opsician Theme. The city of Constantinople was
still an important urban center in the seventh century, and not just for the government and
the military. It was also the connecting point of several major trade routes, and the city
remained a commercial hub, even in the depth of the crisis period.
Although Constantinople escaped some of the worst ravages of the seventh-century
crisis as the unconquered seat of imperial government, it was not immune to the effects of
the crisis or the secondary effects after the crisis passed. In the reign of the Emperor
Justinian, from 532–565 CE, Constantinople was the shining jewel of the imperial system;
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it must have been comparable to imperial Rome at its grandeur in the first century CE.
Under Justinian, the Hagia Sophia was constructed and remained the seat of the Orthodox
Church until the empire’s fall. Among other infrastructure developments in the capital, a
massive cistern was also built to store water delivered from the city’s aqueducts. These
very visible monuments are only the most famous of Justinian’s massive building projects,
which saw a building boom that renovated churches, public spaces, infrastructure, and
fortifications in the capital and throughout the Empire.
This period was, however, also the beginning of Constantinople’s demographic
decline. During Justinian’s reign, the city was subject to urban unrest, as well as a visitation
of the bubonic plague. The Nika riots in 536 nearly unseated Justinian and left large tracts
of the city burned to the ground. Later, in the 540s, the bubonic plague struck the capital
and the rest of the empire, spreading through Egypt and then along trade routes to the other
parts of the imperial system. The mortality rate of this plague, often called Justinian’s
Plague, gives pause; about three quarters of those who caught the plague died from it, and
it affected urban areas most devastatingly, due to the dense populations of Byzantine cities.
Warren Treadgold gives an estimated death toll of 230,000 in Constantinople alone, and
about a quarter of the total population throughout the empire.398 Procopius, who was
Justinian’s court historian, tells us that in the imperial capital “as many died as survived,”
which would be consistent with Treadgold’s estimate. 399
After Justinian’s death, his less effective successors ruled over a relatively stable
Constantinople, even while the Empire faced crisis in Italy, the Balkans, and along the
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Persian frontier, at least until the reign of the Emperor Maurice, 582–602. 400 Emperor
Maurice, who tried, but failed as a reformer, was overthrown by his own soldiers as a
reaction to his attempts to balance the budget by cutting the army’s pay. His successor,
Phocas, was installed after the army took control of the capital. Phocas was, in turn,
overthrown by the Emperor Heraclius, who used the army of Africa to press his claim to
the throne. It is doubtful that either of these usurpations led to any urban displacement or
deaths in Constantinople, as typically the urban populations were spared in the event of
regime change. The reign of Heraclius, however, saw Constantinople besieged by a foreign
army. The Avars laid siege to the city in 622 and again more seriously in 626. Although the
city was not captured, the besieging army did cut some of the capital’s aqueducts. Heraclius
also discontinued the grain dole to the citizens of Constantinople, which must have caused
some urban misery.
During the Arab invasions that occupied Heraclius for the rest of his reign,
Constantinople was never in danger of being captured or even of being raided. Heraclius’s
successors continued to rule from Constantinople with the exception of a brief interlude by
the Emperor Constans II, who brought the court to Sicily with him, while leaving his son
as regent in the imperial city. Constans II probably did not intend to permanently move the
capital; he was more likely trying to reinforce the Byzantine position in Italy. For instance,
he organized the theme system to include the Opsician theme, based in Thrace and the
Asian suburbs of the capital. Constans was murdered in his bath, and his son Constantine
IV succeeded him. Constantine was unfortunate enough to suffer through a prolonged Arab
siege of Constantinople, which lasted from 674–678. The city then enjoyed a period of
400
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relative peace until 717, when the Arabs returned to besiege the capital again. It is clear
that Constantinople suffered from urban unrest, the occurrence of plague, and three major
enemy sieges throughout the late sixth and seventh centuries. However, the city was never
captured by a foreign enemy, and never suffered from looting or raids, which probably led
to some degree of urban stability and continuity.
Constantinople was probably home to about 400,000 people during the reign of the
Emperor Justinian in the late sixth century. Estimates vary, but by the end of the seventh
century, Constantinople was probably still home to about 100,000 people, and certainly not
less than 40,000.401 Although this represents a large population decline, Constantinople
would still have easily been the largest city in Europe, and one of the largest in Africa and
the Middle East.402 Throughout the crisis period in Constantinople, the walls remained
occupied and repaired. By the early-eighth century, the imperial exchequer had recovered
enough to make repairs to the public spaces and public utilities, including a major
restoration of the aqueducts which supplied the city’s water.403
Although the size of the central bureaucracy declined, by the dawn of the eighth
century, it still consisted of about 600 paid officials, who kept a record of the soldiers’
identities, and what they were paid. Byzantium remained a centralized bureaucratic state,
much like the old Roman Empire.404 Constantinople also remained the most important site
to Orthodox Christianity, serving as the host to several ecumenical councils: the Third
Council of Constantinople from 680-681 and the The Quinisext Council in 692. 405 The
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decline of Constantinople had actually begun with the plague in the mid-sixth century, and
recovery was hindered by overall demographic decline across the empire, as well as several
sieges.406
As is the case for most of Byzantium in the seventh century, the sources are poor
and incomplete in regard to the capital city of Constantinople. Thanks to Procopius,
Menander the Guardsman, and Theophanes the Confessor, we do, however, have an idea
about the chronology of events in Byzantium and in the imperial capital. Other than these
sources, we are limited, in terms of official history, to the accounts of church councils.
Therefore, we must look elsewhere for sources; these include numismatics and
archaeology, as well as hagiography, in particular the Miracles of St Artemois.
A look at numismatics tells us that Constantinople still had a money economy in
the seventh century. The gold coins of Heraclius, Constantine IV, and Justinian II are not
only well circulated, but also show considerable artistic skill. The coins of Constans II are
not as ornate, but are dispersed throughout the European provinces. 407 There is, however,
a notable decline in coin finds after 659.408 Despite the decline, there is numismatic
evidence in Constantinople throughout the sixth, seventh, and eight centuries. The
Byzantine economy contracted, but it did not collapse.
Archeologically speaking, there is little building evidence for the seventh century.
There is only a reference in Theophanes to Justinian II expanding the imperial palace, and
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there are also scattered inscriptions testifying to repairs to the city walls of
Constantinople.409 We do, however, have knowledge of a seventh century shipwreck from
off the coast of the present day city of Bodrum in Asia Minor. This reveals that
Constantinople was still the center of an important trade route. 410 We can tell from this
shipwreck that such subsidized trading ventures were likely state subsidized. However,
grain was not the only trade good in transit; other goods would include wine, olive oil and
textiles.411
Further evidence of trade continuity is supplied by the existences of imperial
warehouses that are attested to by lead seals. These lead seals indicate that the state replaced
and subsidized existing trade networks supplying troops stationed in the provinces with
arms and equipment. The seals attest that in the majority of cases the operator of these
warehouses was the military Logothete, who was in charge of paying the army. 412 Still, the
warehouses seemed to run on some sort of state/commercial fusion, as the officials who
ran those when not military Logothete’s, were instead civilians operating under a
government contract. This contract system called kommerkiarioi not only supplied the
army with supplies, but also collected custom duties and traded silk, gold, and slaves. 413
Rather than indicating a revival of trade, the imperial warehouses may represent state
intervention to prevent the collapse of the economic network. This does not represent urban
wealth; rather, it represents a state apparatus that was capable of intervening in economic
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affairs.
Despite the lack of traditional sources, we are fortunate enough to have access to
the Miracles of St. Artemios, an anonymous collection of Miracle stories from
Constantinople that date from the seventh century.414 The collection of Miracles reveals
much about the colorful nature of urban life in the Byzantine capital. Focusing on those
who sought intercession from the saint’s relics at the church of St. John Prodromos, The
Miracles of St. Artemios describes travelers from the far-flung imperial provinces of Sicily
and Africa who came to visit the saints' relics in Constantinople. There were even travelers
(or perhaps better designated as pilgrims) who came from beyond the Empire, from Persia
and Francia. Long-distance travel such as this requires several things: the network to travel,
which would indicate serviceable roads and highways or a large merchant navy, and the
safety to travel, which could only be provided by an organized state. These requirements
are especially pronounced in the case of St Artemios, as many of those visiting the relics
were doing so because they were ill. The survival of these transportation networks would
therefore point to a continuity of communication and trade routes, which would seem to be
indicative of urban continuity.
Foreign visitors were not the only visitors to the relics of Saint Artemios. The local
inhabitants of Constantinople sought the martyr’s intersession as well. These urbanites
were not subsistence farmers. Rather, Artemios’ client’s practiced diverse trades. There was
a specialization of labor and defined social classes evident in the text. Among Artemios’
clients were a general’s son, a blacksmith, several merchants, a ship builder, a bow maker,
and even a lowly bath attendant. The urban population of seventh century Constantinople
414
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must have been quite sophisticated and prosperous to have allowed for and supported this
specialization of labor. The Miracles of St. Artemios reveal much about the continuity of
urban life, multinationalism, the presence of a central government, and even trade within
seventh century Constantinople.
There are a few ways to date The Miracles of St. Artemios to the seventh century.
In Miracle Thirty-Nine, there is reference to Patriarch “Sergios of impious memory.” 415
Sergios was Patriarch from 610–638. He was condemned as a heretic in the Third Council
of Constantinople, which was held from 680–681. This would seem to date the Miracles to
the later part of the seventh century. In the translator’s notes, Virgil Crisafulli suggests that
this could be the result of a later edit, substituting impious for pious after the
condemnation.416 If this is true, the Miracles at least date to after Sergios’ death in 638.
Additionally, there are numerous references to the Emperor Heraclius, in Miracles
seventeen, eighteen, twenty-one, and thirty-four. Miracle twenty-three mentions the
grandson of Heraclius, Constans II, who ruled from 641 to 668. All of these factors
combine to suggest a date of the mid to late seventh century, with possible edits after the
Third Council of Constantinople. In the Introduction to his edition of the Miracles of St
Artemios, John Nessbit suggests a date of 658 or 659. 417
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Image 5.1 Places named in The Miracles of St. Artemios

The Urban Landscape and Topography of Constantinople
Most of the miracles attributed to St. Artemios take place within the church of St. John
Prodromos. Despite this, we still get some idea as to the city scape of urban Constantinople.
The church is in a district called Oxeia near the Golden Horn on top of a hill that slopes
towards the ocean.418 It was near the church of St. Anastasia and near a public bath that
had been constructed in the sixth century.419 There also seems to have been a hospital of
some sort nearby, as one miracle refers to this.420 The church also seems to have been in
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the midst of a commercial area, as several merchants are said to have had shops nearby,
including a blacksmith from Cilicia, a money changer, and the headquarters of the Blue’s
circus faction, which was traditionally the circus faction of the aristocracy. 421 In this
section, I will discuss the urban landscape as revealed through the Miracles of St. Artemios.
Miracle Four focuses on an African who had come to Constantinople to seek
intersession on behalf of his son. This reveals a great deal about diversity and trade/travel
networks, which will be discussed later. Another interesting section of this miracle
concerns the location of the church of St. John the Baptist, described in the Miracles as the
church of “St. John the Baptist in the Oxeia, near the Colonnades of Domninos.” 422 The
district of Oxeia has already been described as the district between the hill and the Golden
Horn. The Colonnades of Domninos have been identified by historian Cyril Mango as a
main street that intersected the Mese (the major processional road of Constantinople) and
the Forums of Constantine and Theodosius.423 This reveals the Church of St. John the
Baptist to have essentially been in a major commercial district of Constantinople, and the
various Colonnades could have served as outdoor markets.
Miracle Thirteen describes an unfortunate old man who was suffering from a
disease of the testicles. However, it also describes some of the city scape in the environs of
the church. After having failed to receive a cure, the man walked to a public bath, which
was evidently close enough that he was able to carry his sleeping mat there, despite having
difficulty walking: “Reaching the public bath, the one called Dagistheos, opposite the
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Kyphe, where once there were the stables of the horses of the Hippodrome; exhausted he
set the mattress down in a corner and rested on it.”424 This passage reveals that seventhcentury Constantinople still had functioning public baths, at least in this district. Indeed,
later we meet another of those seeking intersession from the relics of St. Artemios, a bath
attendant who presumably worked at either these baths, or other baths nearby.
Several passing references to the city landscape of Constantinople are also seen in
Miracle Eighteen. It describes the church of St. Panteleemon in the Rouphinos quarter as
well as the presence of a money changer who would attend the all-night vigils and feasts
selling religious objects to those attending the celebrations. 425 Although the Miracle itself
concerns a burglary, the references to other districts and churches gives us the image of a
large sprawling city. The presence of a money changer reveals a nearby business as well as
an indication (in passing) the continued presence of a money economy, rather than a barter
economy.
Miracle Twenty-one describes the faction of the Blues, whose chief officer
(dioiketes) was staying in the Oxeia district: “I frequently used to pass by (the church) for
at that time I was staying in the Oxeia.”426 Also described in Miracle Twenty-one is the
presence of a hospital: “I entrusted myself for surgery to the surgeons in the hospital of
Sampson and I reclined in the hospital room near the entrance to the eye clinic.” 427 The
Miracle continues to mention the existence of a palace with a colonnade opposite it. It also
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mentions another bath complex, called the Livanon, which was in a separate district called
the Anthemios.428 Again, the text reveals the city landscape of Constantinople to have had
numerous public facilities, including a bath complex, a hospital, and a different colonnade,
as well as a reference to another city neighborhood apart from the two already discussed.
Yet another neighborhood is referenced in Miracle Eleven, where a bath attendant from the
“quarter of Paschentios” travels to the church in search of relief from a hernia. 429
Miracle Twenty-two describes a clergy member at the church of St. John’s who had
developed pneumonia and was taken to a nearby hospital for care. This hospital was
evidently of some size and importance, as it was staffed by physicians and open to care for
those who were ill:
A virtuous man, prominent in the patriarchal retinue who was xenodochos of the
Christodotes Hospital (which is near St. Anastasia by the Colonnades of Domninos,
observing that he (the afflicted) was sick and living all alone, had him put to bed in the
aforesaid hospital after enjoining the chief physicians and their assistants to care for him.
The patient spent a period of ten months thus and was diligently treated by the doctors to
the best of their ability.430

Admittedly, the man being treated had some connections, but the fact that a hospital was
available, well-staffed, and able to treat a patient for ten months says much to the degree
of urban continuity that was present in Constantinople during this time period.
This Miracle also describes the location of another nearby church, that of St.
Anastasia. This church is also described in Miracle Twenty-Nine as being the end point of
a processional route.431 Another nearby location seems to have been a harbor on the Golden
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Horn called the Hebdomon, where ships plying their wares would anchor. 432
Although most references to the urban structures and city landscape of
Constantinople exist in passing, we do get a picture of a city that still had public
infrastructure. This public infrastructure existed in the form of colonnades, baths, and
hospitals, as well as a diversity of business, including money changers, sellers of religious
objects, and a blacksmith.433 All of this urban diversity existed within a short distance from
the Church of St. John in the district of Oxeia.

Image 5.2 Possible locations of the church of St. John Prodromos. Named locations in the
Miracles and their relation to possible locations for the church of St. John Prodromos.
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What is even more revealing is the existence of other districts and even public
structures within them (the other bath complex) indicating a large urban landscape. These
separate districts survived until at least the ninth century, as they are referenced in the Life
of St. Andrew the Fool, which is a ninth-century source.434 We also see that Constantinople
had suburbs, as in Miracle Thirty-Two we encounter a “wine merchant who made his
residence on the other side of the Bosporus in Argyropolis.” 435
The presence of hospitals, baths, churches, and public colonnades point to a large
urban population, as well as continued economic activity. All of these public services would
have not only needed a dense urban population to utilize them, but also businesses to
support their continued existence. Indeed, we see references to economic activity in the
form of shops that are situated near the church of St. John, as well as a money changer,
who broke larger coins into change to allow for the purchasing of small religious objects.
The population of Constantinople was still living in a very Roman way, among public
colonnades and broad avenues. They were a population with access to public infrastructure
like baths and hospitals, rather than a being population reduced to misery and confined to
a small residual area. It is necessary, therefore, to now examine the nature of urban life in
Constantinople in greater detail.
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Image 5.3 Known 7th century sites in Constantinople.

Urban Life Economy and Trade
The Miracles of St. Artemios provides significant biographical detail concerning those who
sought intersession from the saints’ relics, which permits us to discern a great deal about
the nature of urban life within the city of Constantinople. Furthering the argument for urban
continuity in Constantinople, The Miracles of St. Artemios informs us that in seventhcentury Byzantine cities there was still a large degree of urban specialization of labor. That
is to say that rather than the town and city folk practicing subsistence agriculture, people
still had defined jobs within society. Moreover, members of the urban population of
Constantinople who visit the relics of St Artemios are described as occupying the different
professions and various social classes reflective of a typical large urban society. They
include merchants, doctors, day laborers, bath attendants, and elements of the aristocracy.
167

The urban population must have been quite sophisticated and prosperous to have
allowed for and supported this specialization of labor. Even people of relatively modest
professions (such as a bow maker or a blacksmith) had access to coined currency and would
think to pay for services with coins, rather than through barter. There was even a money
changer, whose function was to break larger coins into smaller types of currency to
facilitate minor purchases.
In another example, the Miracles of St Artemios describes travelers who came from
far flung provinces such as Sicily and Africa to seek intercession from the saint’s relics. 436
The fact that travelers could access the capital from isolated provinces demonstrates the
continuity in communication networks and trade routes, which would also seem to indicate
a substantial level of urban continuity. The nature of the mission – to cure venereal disease
– would also seem to indicate large urban or military populations. Seventh-century
Constantinople clearly had considerable urban wealth, diversification of labor, a diverse
population, and connections to regions far across the empire and beyond.
In Miracle One of the Miracles of St Artemios, we meet a chief physician named
Anthimos, who brings his son to the relics of St. Artemios to seek a miracle cure for a
testicular disease that his son was suffering from.437 A chief physician is a person of no
modest means; this shows that considerable urban wealth still existed in Constantinople.
The fact that he brought his son to the church of St. John indicates that the church was
likely not merely a small parish church, but probably a church of some importance.
Furthering this argument, in Miracle Five, we meet a merchant from the island of Chios.
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Chios is in the Aegean, and far from Constantinople, and it must have been a part of the
imperial trade network to be the home of a wealthy merchant. This man is referred to as
having stayed in the city for some three months while on business before departing to his
home island. Clearly, some of those seeking intercession from the relics of St. Artemios
were wealthy.438
Further urban wealth is indicated by the presence of minor aristocracy in the form
of “a member of the senate named Sergios.”439 We also meet “a certain silver dealer
Akakios by name,” seeking aid for his son.440 A silver merchant probably does not
represent the wealthiest of Constantinople, but he would have still had some means and
lived a comfortable life. Similarly, the doctors from Miracle Twenty-two that served at a
nearby hospital probably represented a wealthier class.441 Another part of the upper class
would likely have been the Persian doctor from Miracle Twenty-three.442 We know that the
“wife of one of those distinguished in the palace” from Miracle Thirty-one would have
been a part of the Byzantine upper class.443
Not all of St. Artemios’ clients were wealthy; we also meet some elements of the
Byzantine middle class. In Miracle Seven we encounter a young man who was attempting
to play a prank on a wood dealer. The young man’s story is less relevant here than the
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presence of a wood dealer in Constantinople. While a wood dealer would not be a wealthy
member of urban society, he would have represented a part of the merchant class and would
have presumably represented a middle class of some sort. 444 Later, in Miracle Nine, we
meet a man from Rhodes, who came to Constantinople hoping for a miracle to cure his
hernia. However, while waiting, he began to run out of money: “After waiting for some
time for him (St. Artemios), he fell victim to despondency since he saw himself delayed by
the disease and pressed by concern over his domestic affairs and because he was not
receiving any cure and was exhausting the necessities for sustenance.” 445 This man was
clearly of some means, he could afford passage to Constantinople on the hopes of a miracle
cure, but not wealthy, as he began to worry about financial concerns while waiting.
Another element of the Byzantine middle class was a woman who worked in the
baths of a nearby hospital. Bath attendants would probably have been quite lowly in
Byzantine society; however, this woman is referred to as “in charge of the double bath of
the hospital in the quarter of Paschentios.”446 She was no mean bath attendant then, she
managed the baths of a hospital in a different quarter of the city. The doctor’s attendants
from Miracle Twenty-two probably represent the same element of society, a middle class,
rather than a wealthy one. This is further indicated by the doctor’s assistant saying: “I have
been an assistant for 28 years,” perhaps indicating that there were limits to upwards
mobility in Byzantine society.447 A blacksmith in Miracle Twenty-six, probably also
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represents a part of the Byzantine working class; he owned his own shop “in the
Colonnades of Domninos” and was concerned that “his work was not going well.” 448 The
moneylender from Miracle Thirty-eight clearly had some wealth, as he “bartered and
exchanged in gold,” but he was likely not wealthy, as he took his son to the church hoping
for a miracle, rather than to a doctor.449
In Miracles Eleven, we also meet a sailor who was travelling from Constantinople
with his shipmates. The sailor would not have been a wealthy member of society, although
he probably worked for one.450 In Miracle Fourteen. a granary guard working into his old
age, and fearful of losing his position, obviously represents the part of the urban poor of
Constantinople. A street clown, also from Alexandria, is evident in Miracle Seventeen, and
he cannot have been a very wealthy member of society either. In addition, a street clown,
by the very nature of his profession, would suggest a very urban society, in which he might
find enough people to pass him coins.451
The money changer referenced in Miracle Eighteen at first glance sounds wealthy,
but he was likely not, as he amused himself “playing dice with various people” while
standing around waiting for customers.452 The shipbuilder from Miracle Twenty-Seven
also cannot have been very wealthy, as he waited a long time to seek aid at 50. After
suffering “from the 25th year of his life, waited for a considerable time upon the sainted
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martyr and his church.”453 A bow maker “when he was about 70, developed a hernia,” and
he was probably also a part of the Byzantine lower classes, as he was still working at the
age of seventy.454 The tanner from Miracle Fifty-five was probably also poor, as he was
working at age fifty-five rather than retiring.455 The widow from Miracle Thirty-Five was
clearly destitute, as she could not afford the treatment for her son that doctors demanded.
Even when they offered to barter in lieu of accepting currency, “she did not own a golden
icon, nor have any silver goods to give.”456
The reference to currency introduces the argument that Byzantine society was
comprised of a variety of social classes and that the urban Byzantine economy functioned
mainly on a currency basis, but that the poor could resort to a barter system. In Miracle
Sixteen the granary guard receives a vision in which he receives a gold coin, which must
have represented a small fortune: “After Sergios woke up, he was pleased with the gift of
the coin.”457 Certainly the doctor that demanded twelve nomismata from a woman was
asking too much, as “because of her poverty she sent him away.” 458 Miracle Eighteen refers
to a money changer who was present outside the church. 459 The same miracle also refers
to some measures of currency: “eight silver hexagrams” which is paid as a bribe to imperial
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officials, as well as “half a gold coin.”460 Miracle Twenty-One21 refers to a half-follis,
which was a very small measure of currency.461 While Miracle Twenty-Seven refers to
“three nomismata” as being enough to sustain someone who is stranded. “These you have
for provision and if you should be stranded, have no worries.” 462 The “trimisis” from
Miracle Thirty-Two is an older form of currency, which was eventually replaced by the
follis and the nomismata.463
Small purchases also occurred through the use of currency. A patron received “some
change in coins” after the purchase of candles that would be used to make an offering inside
the church.464 Small change was still valuable, as in the same Miracle, the patron loses his
change, including the aforementioned half-follis and is very distressed. 465 Small amounts
of currency are also mentioned in the Life of St. Andrew the Holy Fool. In one amusing
incident, prostitutes wish to steal the saint’s clothes to sell. “He is wearing a nice coat.
Come, let us take it from him and sell it, perhaps we can have wine today!” At once they
stood up and stripped him of his garment, denuding him, and sold it for one miliaresion,
which they divided between themselves, receiving two obols each.” 466 An obol was another
very small amount of money, and the fact that the prostitutes were paid in coin rather than
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kind suggests the continued existence of a currency-based economy.
In Miracle Three we meet “a certain man from the region of Amastris” who came
to Constantinople to seek aid from the holy relics.467 Amastris is far from Constantinople
and inland from the Black Sea. Such a voyage would have been quite long on foot or
horseback, and slightly more manageable by travelling on foot to Sinope, and then by ship
to the capital. This shows the continuation of some type of network that was capable of
bringing a pilgrim from a far-flung region of the empire to the capital city.
Similarly in Miracle Four we meet a man who lived in the empire’s African
province and is referred to as being an African. 468 The African province was centered on
Carthage, although it spread eastwards to Cyrene and westwards into modern day Morocco.
The urban regions of the province were largely coastal. It was cut off from the empire by
land after the loss of Egypt to the Arab invaders. The man’s voyage would have to have
been maritime, and indeed the Miracles refer to it as such. “So, setting sail from Africa, he
headed for the divinely favored city, leaving behind his ailing son in Africa. Arriving at the
Church of the Forerunner,469 he made in the name of his son a votive lamp according to the
prevailing custom with wine and oil. And this he did for as long as he remained in the city.
When he was at the point of sailing back, he put the burnt residue from the lamp into a
glass vessel and brought it back to Africa.”470 We see that this man must have been of some
means, as he could afford to travel from Africa, bringing offerings of wine and oil with
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him, and then sail home in presumably a relatively short amount of time. Even if this man
represented the higher echelons of Byzantine society, his voyage shows that sea travel must
have been possible, and that there were networks connecting the capital city to the
provinces.
The network may have even spread beyond the empire, as we also encounter a
“doctor, a Persian by birth” who resided in the capital.471 Sea travel is also referenced in
Miracle Fourteen, where a sailor returning home from Constantinople with his shipmates
receives a miracle cure.472 Another reference to sea travel comes from Miracle TwentySeven where “Theoteknosa a shipbuilder by trade” seeks aid, like many others, for a
testicular problem.473 A shipbuilder being present would indicate, to at least some degree,
the continuation of maritime trade.
We catch a further glimpse of this network in Miracle Five, where we meet the
merchant from Chios who was in the city on trade business. 474 We see another connection
in Miracle Nine, where we are introduced to “a certain Rhodian by birth, by name
Theodore, who had his residence on Rhodes itself.”475 This man, like many others seeking
aid, was afflicted with a hernia. He came to Constantinople to seek a miracle from the relics
at the church of St. John, presumably through the existent trade network. Another Rhodian,
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“who owned property in Rhodes itself,” was the focus of Miracle Thirty-Five. 476 Our best
evidence of a trading network centered on Constantinople comes from Miracle Thirty-Two,
which references “a man was loading clay jugs brimming full onto a ship.” 477 Clearly this
represents a trading enterprise going from Constantinople to another destination. A network
connecting “Alexandria, and Africa and Rhodes” is mentioned in Miracle Forty-Four. 478

Multinationalism and Diversity
The Miracles of St. Artemios reveal a very economically diverse Constantinople. We see
citizens of all sorts of backgrounds, from imperial agents and administrators, minor
members of the aristocracy, artisans, merchants, shop owners, down to lowly bath
attendants and street performers. Byzantine urban society was clearly stratified along social
and economic lines. The text also reveals other types of diversity, along the lines of
ethnicity and place of origin. This diversity is referred to in several different Miracles and
reveals Constantinople to have been a very diverse and cosmopolitan place.
In Miracle Five, the merchant from Chios was clearly a sometime resident of the
capital city. He is referred to as having stayed in the city for several months while on
business: “When he was staying in the divinely favored city and devoting himself to
business, he heard about the holy martyr and coming there he waited upon him about three
months.”479 The African from Miracle Four seems to have also lingered in the city for some
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time. He visits the church of St. John and makes offerings over an extended period of time,
“for as long as he stayed in the city.”480 Theodore, the Rhodian in Miracle Nine, similarly
is referred to as staying in the city for an extended period of time: “After hearing about the
holy martyr and wonderworker Artemios and about the gift bestowed upon him by God, he
stayed in the divinely favored city.”481
The Phrygian in Miracle Eight seems to have been a long-term resident of
Constantinople. Although he is referred to as “a Phrygian by birth named George,” no place
is given for his residence, which is typical in the Miracles when referring to someone who
lived in Constantinople.482 The granary guard from Miracle Sixteen is referred to as having
his origins in Alexandria. He is, however, in a very economically uncertain situation, as he
is afraid to leave his post in order to pray at the church of St. John: “I will be deprived of
my position and my livelihood, unable to do even this job.” 483 It is clear though that this
man is a permanent resident of Constantinople. He is either an immigrant from Egypt, or
very possibly, since the hagiography is written after Egypt was lost to the Arabs, a refugee.
Certainly, being a refugee would explain his lowly position and economic uncertainty. The
empire was in the habit of accepting Christian refugees from former provinces. 484
Another Alexandrian appears in Miracle Seventeen. This one is a street performer
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or clown, referred to as “a certain Alexandrian who performed theatricals.” 485 He is
identifiable as a foreigner by his “funny sounding, as we know accent of the
Alexandrian.”486 It is possible this is another refugee, fleeing Arab occupied Egypt, and
forced to accept whatever work he could get.
Another Alexandrian appears in Miracle Thirty-Two, and although he works for a
merchant, he “made his residence on the other side of the Bosporus in Argyropolis, near
the sanctuary of the holy martyr Adrian.”487 A Persian doctor is a character in Miracle
Twenty-Three, and he likewise seems to be a permanent resident of Constantinople: “A
doctor, a Persian by birth to whose competence in all diseases they bore witness.” 488 These
miracles occur after Persia fell to the Arabs, so it is possible that this man is another refugee
of sorts. The Cilician blacksmith in Miracle Twenty-Six, who clearly resides in
Constantinople, as he has a shop “In the Colonnades of Domninos,” also seems to be
another recent migrant. He has apparently not adapted to Constantinople’s culture, as he
was “quick by nature to anger, for he was Cilician in origin.” 489
Further urban diversity, of a sort, appears in Miracle Thirty-two through a series of
admonitions against Jews, polytheists, and oddly, followers of the Buddha. The passage
reads: “Artemios by working his miracles has trampled down the Buddha and his disciple
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Mani and all those after them who it is not even necessary to name.”490 This means that
worshippers of these religions were at least known in Byzantine society, even if they clearly
were not accepted.
The urban society of seventh century Constantinople was clearly at least somewhat
diverse. This diversity could be reflected by place of origin, or along ethnic lines. We meet
a Phrygian from the deep interior of Asia Minor, who made his home within the city, as
well as a Cilician who was trying to adjust to Constantinople’s urban culture. These
immigrants seem to have moved to the city for the advantages that a capital city would
offer. The blacksmith after all set up his own business in a prominent location. Furthermore,
we encounter a Persian doctor, and at least three Egyptians who made their homes in the
Byzantine capital. This later group, however, may represent those fleeing from Arab
occupied lands to Constantinople; two of the three Alexandrians we encounter occupy the
fringes of Byzantine society, being a street performer and a granary guard.
We also encounter temporary residents of Constantinople, who stayed for at least
a period of months. This category includes the merchants from the islands of Chios and
Rhodes, as well as the African who travelled to the capital. Although these travelers were
not permanent citizens of Constantinople, they do show that people of diverse backgrounds
were fairly common in Byzantine society. Finally, not all diversity was entirely accepted;
the blacksmith is referred to as being short tempered, primarily because of his place of
origin (Cilicia). One of the Egyptians is referred to as having a funny accent. More darkly,
we see that worshippers of foreign religions were not wholly accepted into Byzantine
society; Jews are referred to despairingly, as are polytheists. Followers of Mani and Buddha
490
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are very poorly regarded. The fact that those of other religions are present in the
hagiography indicates that they were at least known in Constantinople, even if they were
not loved. Like many large cities throughout history, not all citizens welcome diversity in
the same way.

State Control and the Presence of Government
Constantinople was the capital of the Byzantine Empire. As I already established earlier in
this chapter, the Byzantine bureaucracy was very centralized, and this is especially true in
the capital region, which was also the home of the Opsician theme. 491 Therefore, we would
expect Constantinople to be the home of the imperial court and the imperial administration.
Furthermore, we would expect elements of the administration and the aristocracy to be
present in the Miracles.
There are indeed several references to imperial government and administration in
the Miracles of St. Artemios. The first clear reference is in Miracle Sixteen, where the
guardsman of the granary has a vision in which he is visited by the Administrator of the
Granaries, who is Artemios in disguise: “The old man seemed to see the Administrator of
the Granaries.”492 Although this administrator is in fact an imposter, we get an idea of his
function. His job was to oversee the cities granaries and to monitor the guards in charge of
protecting them from thieves. Artemios/the Administrator references thieves directly
saying: “Look, pay attention, lest what is here be stolen.” 493
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For very obvious reasons, the grain supply was extremely important to
Constantinople.494 We see references to the grain supply and how tenuous it was in the
Miracles of St. Demetrius, as well.495 The grain situation had been a problem for the empire
ever since the loss of Egypt, which was the major provider of the surplus grain that
supported the large urban populations elsewhere in the Empire. 496 This problem was
present despite apparent imperial subsidization of the grain trade. Ships from Alexandria
and later, Carthage, could send grain to Rome or Constantinople and expect that they would
pay a smaller duty. In some cases, such as when there was a grain shortage or famine, they
had their shipping paid for by the imperial government. 497 The presence of an imperial
official in charge of administering grain storage and guarding the grain supply reinforces
the argument that the government was involved in the grain trade.
In Miracle Seventeen we see that the senate still served some function in seventh
century Constantinople, as we meet a senator named Nergios, who was a “patrikos and
imperial judge.”498 Another judge appears in Miracle Eighteen, when a burglary victim
pays him for his services in recovering his stolen goods: “Let me get back my things your
honor, and I will pay you for our services.”499 The judge was clearly in charge of enforcing
the law, as well as passing judgment for crimes committed.
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Finally in Miracle Thirty-One, the chief supplicant is the wife of a palace official:
“A certain wife of one of those distinguished in the palace, Sergia by name.” 500 She
encounters a friend of hers, another imperial official, who is actually Artemios in disguise;
this official/Artemios says to her: “You were sad that I did not come to visit you during all
the time you spent in the church. Since the emperor sent me far away on business and I
returned, now I have come to see you.”501 Although this is not a great deal of information,
we know that imperial administrators existed, that the position came with some status and
that this status could carry over to a spouse. The text also indicates that imperial officials
could be sent away (presumably to other parts of the empire) on business.
What is most revealing about the Miracles is that elements of the imperial
administration seem to appear only rarely, in passing or as Artemios in disguise. As the
imperial capital, Constantinople must have had many elements of the imperial government
that would have been present in everyday society. After all, even within the relatively small
area around the church of St. Prodromos, we encounter many elements of Byzantine
society, which represent several different social and economic classes. One possible reason
could be that in a city of around 100,000 people, 600 or so administrators would only
represent a small part of the population and would therefore not be very common. Another
possible reason is that members of the imperial government were so ever present that the
average citizen would not have noticed them; he would have been far more interested in
his own affairs. This is possible, as the only references to imperial administration appear
when patrons in the Miracles have to interact with them directly or are themselves elements
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of the aristocracy.

Conclusion
The Miracles of St. Artemios are especially important documents, as one of the very few
sources that give us a direct glimpse of seventh- century Byzantium. The Miracles provide
a “slice of life” of Constantinople, as well. In the Miracles, we get an idea of the topography
and the urban structures of at least a part of Constantinople, especially in the area around
the church of St. John Prodromos. We also see Byzantine urban life firsthand, including
the lives of the poor, the wealthy, as well as indications of some type of middle class.
Furthermore, we see glimpses of the Byzantine economy, including Byzantine trade routes.
The Miracles also reveal that Constantinople was in many ways quite cosmopolitan and
ethnically diverse, and that these divisions were distinct from the other types of social and
economic stratification. Finally, the Miracles reveal some information about the presence
of the state and government. Although these references are few, the government was
certainly involved in the lives of its citizens. The Miracles of St. Artemios paint a picture
of a very diverse, cosmopolitan population of the empire's capital city.
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Chapter: 6 The Miracles of St. Demetrius, invasion, and accommodation

The Miracles of St. Demetrius capture events in and around the city of Thessaloniki from
the late sixth century to perhaps the early eighth. Through a series of vignettes, presented
as “Miracles,” we are relayed the story of the Slavic invasions of the Balkans, and
Thessaloniki’s battle to survive. The Miracle collection reveals much about historical
events, such as the Avar and Slavic invasions, but also about the inner workings of
Thessalonian politics. We also catch some glimpses of the Thessalonian economy, which
was functioning even under siege, as well as of trade and commerce. We catch some
glimpses of day-to-day life, although most of these are in the context of a city under
siege. We also get some idea as to the ethnic and religious diversity in Thessaloniki, with
descriptions of attempts to integrate the Slavs into Byzantine society and references to the
presence of a Jewish quarter in Thessaloniki.

The Sources
The Miracle collection itself consists of three main collections, two which are usually
grouped together: the collection of John the Archbishop of Thessaloniki and the
Anonymous collection. Both of these collections were written originally in Greek and
passed down in manuscript form. The first collection can be reliably dated to around the
year 620 and depicts events from a few decades previously. 502 The second anonymous
collection can be reliably dated to the last decade of the seventh century and depicts
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events from 70 or so years earlier.503 The most accessible present-day version of these
collections exist in Les plus anciens recueils des miracles de Saint Démétrius et la
pénétration des Slaves dans les Balkans, written by Paul Lemerle in 1979, the work
includes the miracle collections transcribed in Greek and translated into French. No other
accessible version of these miracles is available to the contemporary researcher.
Another miracle collection dates from the ninth century, and comes to us from
Anastasius the Librarian, who was a Greek scholar in Italy. His miracle collection bears a
great deal of similarity to the Anonymous collection and is likely a simplified version of
the same events taken from the same source document. The collection of John the
Archbishop, Miracles 1-3, depicts older stories. Miracles 4-5 depict contemporary events
within the city, but not the Slavic sieges, and Miracle 6 seems to depict later events.
Miracles 13-15 describe the first siege of Thessaloniki. 504 The anonymous collection is
mostly concerned with the second siege of the city and differs very much in character
from the collection of John the Archbishop, as it is much more matter of fact and less
concerned with propriety.
Beyond the Miracles themselves, there are few other Byzantine sources from this
period regarding Thessaloniki and the Balkans. The Chronicle of Monemvasia recounts
events in the southern Balkans, including possible Slavic settlement in the region, with a
focus on the late sixth through ninth centuries. However, the earliest possible date for this
collection is 932.505 The Chronographia of Theophanes the Confessor recounts events in
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the Empire as a whole from the sixth through ninth centuries, as well. It mentions some
events in the Balkans, and there is a description of the campaign of Justinian II that saw
the emperor enter Thessaloniki in triumph and incorporate the city into the imperial
theme system.506 However, most descriptions of events are quite broad. The
Chronographia dates to near the end of Theophanes life, so somewhere around the year
815.

Image 6.1 Fresco from the Church of St. Demetrius in Thessaloniki. The fresco depicts
the Emperor Justinian II entering Thessalonica.
Other evidence from Thessaloniki is sparse, with little archeological excavation
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due to the city’s continuous function as an urban center. There are some coin finds dating
to this period, but these finds are small and scarce, and do not reveal much about the
Byzantine economy in Thessaloniki. Somewhat more revealing is the sigliographic
evidence from this period, including the seal of the archbishop John of Thessaloniki. This
may be the same archbishop as mentioned in the Miracles, or it could be a different
person. On the following page, you can see this seal, which simply reads: John,
Archbishop of Thessaloniki. These seals were generally used for communications as a
way of verifying that a letter or a missive came from the reported originator. The lack of
sources regarding Thessaloniki in the seventh century makes the hagiographic sources
especially relevant and important to understanding the city during this period.

Image 6.2 Seal of John, Archbishop of Thessalonika
https://www.doaks.org/resources/seals/byzantine-seals/BZS.1958.106.72
The Importance of the Miracles
The Miracles of St. Demetrius are especially important among hagiographical sources
due to their uniqueness. No other Miracle or Life captures the crisis period quite as well.
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In the Miracles of St. Artemios, seventh century Constantinople seems like a bustling,
metropolitan imperial capital, with no direct references to a broader crisis. The only hints
of something amiss in the Empire are references to the dangers of ocean travel and
references to a large number of Egyptian workers who seem to be holding menial
positions.
In the Life of Theodore of Sykeon most of the events depicted are the mundane,
scenes of village life with a hint of the politics of the broader Byzantine world. The only
direct reference to the crisis comes from a brief discussion of the Persian invasions. There
are also some references to climactic change that might be affecting crop yields and some
references to rising levels of poverty. The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool has no reference
to a crisis or an invasion at all. However, the Emesa of Symeon’s Life does seem to be
suffering from a rising level of urban poverty. This is perhaps unsurprising, as the Life
may predate the crisis period. It at least depicts the world before it. The Life of St. John
the Almsgiver takes place in an Alexandria that is facing a Persian invasion. There are
references to the hardships caused by this, such as refugees and the need to mollify the
economic disruption through social welfare. However, there are no references to actual
fighting. The disruptions caused by the Persian invasion seem to be adequately managed
by the imperial authorities in Alexandria. The Miracles of St. Theodore Teron seem the
closest to the Miracles of St. Demetrius in relaying the crisis period. However, Euchaita,
the setting of the St. Theodore Miracles was a small provincial town, whereas the
Miracles of St. Demetrius depict the crisis period in a major Byzantine city.
The story captured in the Miracle collection is without parallel in hagiographic
sources, especially hagiographic sources from the seventh century crisis period. The first
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two books of the Miracles, the collection of John and the anonymous collection are rich
in historical content that provide many types of evidence, much of it presented as
firsthand information. Indeed, it is the depiction of easily traceable historical events such
as the siege of Thessaloniki that make this Miracle collection unique. 507 References exist
in the Miracle collection to the military and political organization of Thessaloniki and to
the urban topography of Thessaloniki during the seventh century crisis period. Prominent
in the Miracles are references to some political infighting between local elites and
imperial authorities.508 The local elites try to assert their independence from an imperial
government that seems unable to adequately protect them.
We see some glimpses of the day-to-day life of a people living through a crisis,
and even some glimpses into the political and ethnic diversity in Byzantine society. Even
under crisis, this is very much an urban hagiography, where the city of Thessaloniki is as
much a character in the Miracles as any other.509 We also get some glimpses into Slavic
society, with the caveat that at this time, Slavic society was not a unified culture. We can
see the methods of warfare and even some glimpse of early medieval siege-craft. 510 We
also see some of the political maneuvering that the Slavic tribes engaged in, seeking to
both expand their presence in the Balkans, and find a place in Byzantine society. Some
Slavic tribes seemed to be largely peaceful, and intent on settling and then cooperating
with the Byzantine authorities, while others seemed intent on conquest. Some tribes
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seemed to flip between these two courses of action, depending on conditions at the time.
Above all, the Miracles of St. Demetrius show how the citizens of a beleaguered
city coped as they faced epidemic, infighting, foreign invasion, and famine. No wonder
that the Miracles seem almost supernatural in nature. The Miracles feature the direct
intervention of the saint himself, albeit in the form of a specter or spirit. Time and again
in the Miracles, the saint saves Thessaloniki from disaster, encouraging his compatriots
by running round the city walls clothed in white (reinforcing his other worldly nature),
striking fear into the enemy fleet by walking on the sea, and appearing on horseback to
guard the city gates.511 The citizens of Thessaloniki attribute their deliverance to the
intersession of the saint, as no earthly explanation for a city surviving such hardship
made sense to them.

Historical Events in the Miracles – The Arrival of the Slavs
The Miracles do a good job of capturing historical events, much more so than other
hagiographies such as the Life of Theodore of Sykeon, which only mentions historical
figures or events in passing. By contrast, the Miracles of St. Demetrius depict the sieges
of Thessaloniki as firsthand events. The miracle collections recount the successive sieges
of Thessaloniki by Avars and later by the Slavs in the late sixth and seventh century. Then
we can see the gradual settlement of Slav tribes in northern Greece, and Byzantine
attempts to come to terms with the new settlers. 512 We also get some ideas about the
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organization of Slavic society, in as much as we can understand it. Roughly, the Slavs
seem divided into two main groups, with one group willing to cooperate with the
Byzantine authorities, and another group that seemed intent on conquest. The two groups
were not mutually exclusive. Through the Miracles however, we can see a gradually
attempt by both parties to come to terms with each other and coexist.
The Slavic incursions into the Balkans are difficult to date accurately, and the
history of the Slavs is largely beyond the scope of this chapter. However, due to the
Slavic invasions and sieges depicted in the Miracles, it is useful to give the Slavic tribes
some context. The Slavic settlement is linked to the Avar invasions, which began in the
late sixth century. Initially, the Slavic peoples were subject tribes under the Avar
Khaganate. The Avars appear in Byzantine history in 568, when they lay siege to the city
of Sirmium.513 The Avars continued to threaten the Byzantine position in the Northern
Balkans, capturing Sirmium in 574. They extended their conquests in the 580s, raiding as
far south as Greece during the same period.514 While the Avars were pushed back by the
Emperor Maurice, their attacks on the Balkans culminated with a siege of Constantinople.
After the Avars were defeated in their attempted siege of Constantinople in 626, the
Slavic peoples broke free of them and began to infiltrate the Balkans. 515 Even before this
event however, the Slavs were in the Balkans, and to a degree acting independently. The
Emperor Tiberius II campaigned against the Slavs who were raiding as far south as
Greece during his reign.516 The Slavs spread through the Balkans after this point, some
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coming as settlers, and others as conquerors.
The Miracles of St. Demetrius tell the story of two distinct sieges of Thessaloniki,
as well as Slavic infiltration of and settlement in the Balkans. Other historical events
mentioned are an occurrence of plague within the city. The first siege, which occurred in
the late sixth century, was unsuccessful, and mostly documented in the Miracles. The
Miracles may describe a second siege in 617 as well. The final siege was from 676-678
and was likely also unsuccessful. Despite the failure of the Slavic tribes to conquer
Thessaloniki, Slavic tribes settled in the region of the city. There is evidence that the
imperial authorities had to come to some sort of accommodation with the Slavs, as one of
the Slavic chieftains lived within the city and seemed to hold some position within the
Byzantine hierarchy.

The First Siege
The first siege of Thessaloniki is described in Miracles 12-15 of the collection of John the
Archbishop. The first attack seems to have been a small one; it was either a raiding party,
or perhaps an attack meant to test the defenses of the city.
A wise man, who was at the head of the office of the prisileps of Illyricum, understanding
that there would be no other way to evacuate the church than to announce a sudden attack
by the barbarians (it was Saint Demetrius who had inspired him), shouted: "The
barbarians are under the walls: all at arms!" At this cry, in fact, all rushed home, arm
themselves, and climb the walls. And then they see down, in the plain of the sanctuary of
St. Matrones, a barbaric troop, not extremely large, we have estimated it at five thousand,
but formidable because it was only elite and seasoned soldiers: they would not have
risked a surprise attack on such a great city if they had always won by force and audacity
over all those who had ever fought them. Upon discovering them from the top of the
wall, for the day was beginning to dawn, the Thessalonicians, with great cries, went down
to open the gates and set off to meet the enemies, who had already reached the sanctuary
of Saints Chion, Irene and Agape, located as you know from very short distance from the
walls. The engagement lasted much of the day, with varying successes, as the adversaries
Edinburgh History of the Greeks, c. 500 to 1050: The Early Middle Ages (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2011), 16.
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were the elite and the flower of the Sklavène nation. At last the barbarians were put on
the run, and withdrew on the same day far fewer than they had come. 517

This initial attack lasted only a day, and the Slavs were chased away afterwards.
At this time, while they are recognized as being from a Slavic tribe (Sklavene), they seem
to be described as generic barbarians.
The Second Siege
In Miracle Thirteen, a longer more serious siege is described, this time, led by the Avar
Khagan.
It is said, that the then ruler of the Avars decided to send emissaries regarding a certain
matter to Maurice who was, with God’s choice, then wielding the scepter of the
Byzantines. But since his requests did not bring desired results, he fell into an
uncontrollable rage, feeling that he must not refrain from causing great harm to the one
who so casually listened to his demands, pondering in what manner he could cause him
[Maurice] the greatest harm and concocting the most terrible things, which then,
however, came to pass.518

This attack apparently took place during the reign of the Emperor Maurice and
was the result of a disagreement between the Emperor and the Khagan. Most likely,
Maurice refused to renew the tribute paid by his predecessor Tiberius to the Khagan. This
would place this siege at around the year 586.
The Avar Khagan called upon the Slavic peoples who were his subject peoples
and prepared to march on the city.
So he called to his side the entire wild tribe of the Slavs – this nation was subordinate to
him at that time – and joining with them barbarians from other tribes, ordered them all to
set out against Thessalonica. This was the greatest host that had been seen in our
day. Some estimated it at over one hundred thousand armed men, others at a little bit
less, and others yet at much more. Since the exact truth could not be ascertained due to
the countless numbers [of the enemy], the people looked to the eyewitnesses [to guess the
numbers of the enemy]… We heard of rivers and streams by which these armies stopped,
about all the country which they traversed and which, as in [writing] of the prophet [Joel]
‘were put out to waste.’ This numerous army was ordered to cross the lands at such a
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pace that we did not become aware of its arrival until the immediately prior day. 519

While the number of the army is clearly an exaggeration, the Miracles themselves
contradict the number, as the army approached the city undetected, which would have
been difficult for so large an army.
The sneak attack was repelled by the Saint himself, which while clearly not an
actual event, shows that the attack was a surprise attack that was only thwarted due to
quick thinking of the soldiers guarding the towers.
Then came the great miracle, where the martyr intervened in a perceptible way no longer
to the intelligence but to the senses, for he showed himself in soldier's garb on the wall,
pierced with his spear between two merlons the first enemy who ascended by the ladder
and already put his right foot on the wall, and threw him out: by tumbling down the
ladder he knocked over those who followed him and fell dead to the ground. leaving
drops of his blood on the slots, to mark the place to which he had reached and from
where he had fallen. Whether this is indeed an achievement of martyrdom, this is
evidenced by the fact that no one so far has dared to insult the truth by taking credit for it,
or even to invent out of vanity to have fought at all,' although the city authorities have
repeatedly investigated, and promised to reward the one who had killed the barbarian.
Another proof was that the enemies who were there in large numbers, seized by a sudden
panic, fled away from the walls; moreover, there were very few Thessalonicians on the
rampart that night, and who had retreated at dawn to rest at home, because the enemy was
not expected until a few days later. That a very great disturbance then rose in the city, and
that all the soldiers ran to the walls, who would doubt that this was the effect of divine
intervention? When the day came, the huge crowd of barbarians surrounded the city, from
the maritime end of the eastern wall to that of the Western Wall, while many occupied the
posts and operations of the surrounding countryside, plundering, devouring, destroying.
They did not even need to build a fence or an embankment against the city: the
continuous line of their bodies and shields, similar to a tight net, was held.520

After the initial attack was repelled, the Avars and Slavs settled in for a long siege,
but it seems to have been a rather disorganized one, as the Slavs did not build siegeworks.
The siege created despair and dire conditions within the city, which was also suffering
from an outbreak of plague. To compound matters, the attack had happened so suddenly
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that the agricultural workers near the city did not have time to bring in their harvest
before the fighting began.
There was no hope of salvation, first because the plague had raged until July, and after a
respite of a few days, the enemy attack on 22 September found the city depopulated and
plunged into mourning for its dead. Second, because the besiegers were as numerous as
the grains of sand, to the point that by piling all the Macedonians, Thessalians and
Achéens into Thessaloniki, the number of them had not been equaled by far. Finally, and
this was the worst, because of all those who had survived the plague, civilians and
military, very few, and less useful, were in the city, but many in the fields, for it was the
time of the harvest, and unable to return because of the sudden and narrow enemy
blockade: those who fled far away had more chances of salvation than those who sought
refuge in the city.521

The thirteenth Miracle ends with this feeling of despair that the city might fall to the
Slavs.
Despite the sense of hopelessness, the city does not seem to have fallen at this
time. It is possible however that the Slavs infiltrated the city in the initial attack before
being fought off.
Early in the fourteenth Miracle, some of the Slavs surrendered to the Byzantine
authorities after their initial attack failed to capture the city.
Many of them, having lost hope of a quick victory in the next few days, went to the city
masters and confessed through a translator [as follows]: “The leader of the Avars sent us
having received exact reports from many people [spies] that the city had only a few
militiamen, for it had only recently been touched by a plague, and he assured us that we
would take it the very next day. But when we arrived we saw many soldiers, who
exceeded our armies in numbers and in bravery. From that moment we stopped believing
in our victory and decided instead to seek safety with you. 522

It seems as though either the Slavic siege was too disorganized to succeed, or else the
alliance put together by the Avar Khagan fell apart once it became apparent that a quick
victory would not be successful.
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The Aftermath of the Siege and Attempts at Accommodation
It is interesting to note that the defeated Slavs sought to settle within Byzantine territory
as refugees. This settlement of the Slavic peoples comes into play later in the Anonymous
collection when we encounter a Slavic King, Perbundos. Perbundos was settled within
the city walls, spoke Greek fluently, and seemed to have some place in the Byzantine
hierarchy. It is possible that the Slavic defeat was not so much of a defeat as an
agreement between the Byzantines that allowed the Slavs to settle in the regions near
Thessaloniki. Of course, it was a very Roman practice to incorporate defeated enemies
into the imperial system. In the later Roman Empire, the enemies did not necessarily need
to have been defeated in order to be settled as foederati. This settlement of the Slavs
could be seen as a continuation of this very Roman practice.

The Chatzon Affair
Another siege in either 617 or 618 is also documented in the Anonymous Miracles. In a
similar fashion to the earlier siege depicted in the collection of John the Archbishop, this
siege centers around some attempts by the Byzantine authorities and the Slavic peoples to
come to terms with one another. The Slavic tribes first build boats, and then use them to
raid Thessaly and Greece. Afterwards, they prepare to lay siege to Thessaloniki by land
and sea. “On this matter they were of a single mind and having constructed a great
number of boats made of a single trunk, they set up camp near the sea; the rest of the
swarm besieged the city guarded by God from all sides: the East, the North and the West.
They had with them their families as well as their belongings for they planned to settle in
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the city after its taking…”523 We can see that the Slavs came not just to conquer, but also
to settle, as they had brought their families and belongings with them. Were they
invaders, or were they migrants? We shall see from the rest of the Miracles that the line
between these two identities is blurred.
A Slavic chieftain named Chatzon entered the city, seemingly as a prisoner
(according to the Miracles), but possibly to negotiate a settlement of some sort after the
Slavic attack had failed to take the city.
But here was the greatest prodigy of this war. The leader of the Sklavenes, a man named
Chatzôn, had usually resorted to divination at first, and he had been told that he would
enter the city, without being told how. But God delivered him alive to the Thessalonians,
to the postern (gate) already mentioned. Notables of the city hid him at home, in order to
gain and deal unworthy. But Saint Demetrius did not swung: he inspired a manly audacity
to the women, who pulled Chatzon from the house where he was hidden, dragged him
through the city and stoned him.524

We are told that Chatzon entered the city as a prisoner, but the fact that the city
leaders hid him from the people who sought to do him harm seems to indicate that some
sort of deal was being negotiated. In the aftermath of Chatzon’s murder, the Slav tribes
did not withdraw, as might be expected if their leader had been taken prisoner. Rather,
they intensified the siege and called upon the Khagan of the Avars for help. The Khagan
responded with a large host, not only of Slavs and Avars, but also of Bulgarians.
But after the assault, already told, of the Sklavènes of Chatzôn, and the disaster that Saint
Demetrius made them suffer, not only did they feel shame, but they suffered great
damage from the fact that their prisoners came to seek refuge in Thessaloniki, and that
they brought with them some of the spoils that the Sklavènes had made. They therefore
gathered considerable gifts and had them carried to the Khagan of the Avars, promising
that he would also receive an immense quantity of money and loot from Thessaloniki,
provided he helped the Sklavènes to seize it. They ensured that it would be easy: already
all the surrounding towns and lands were in their hands, depopulated; Thessaloniki alone,
isolated among them, resisted, and she received all the refugees from the Danubian
countries, Pannonia, Dacia, Dardania and elsewhere, who settled there. The Khagan
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eagerly accepted this request, mobilized all the barbarian tribes that lived on its territory,
along with the Sklavenes, the Bulgarians and many others, and after two years he
campaigned against Thessaloniki.525

The Slavs behavior in the aftermath of the Chatzon incident seems to indicate
that he entered the city to negotiate and was killed by an angry mob. The arrival of the
Avar Khagan and his auxiliary troops seems to indicate that, at this time, the Slavs were
still, to some degree subject peoples of the Avars. The Khagan eventually reached a
negotiated settlement with the Byzantines after he was unable to take the city by siege.
The siege had been running continuously for thirty-three days, and the Thessalonicians
agreed to make peace-seeking concessions to the barbarians in order to be freed from
their unholy design. So peace was concluded, and they returned home. After the
conclusion of peace, the barbarians came without fear to the walls to sell their prisoners
cheaply and negotiate various objects.526

While this is a later siege than the one mentioned in the collection of the
Archbishop John, we see a similar pattern, where the Avar Khagan leads a host of subject
peoples in order to lay siege to Thessaloniki, and when he fails to do so, reaches a settled
agreement. As with the first siege, the Slavs came prepared to settle the area, and while in
this incident they are not mentioned as staying, they were clearly able to freely trade with
the city after peace had been concluded. When combined with the Chatzon incident, it
seems as though both sides were willing to negotiate a peaceful settlement after the initial
battles had resulted in attrition. The Slavic goal, even in these negotiated peace
agreements seems to have been for the Slavic people to have been able to settle in the
area. In the final siege, we see this pattern again.
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The Perboundos Affair
This later siege begins with the Slavs seemingly living in peace with the Thessalonians.
At the beginning of this Miracle, the Slavs are referred to as “neighbors.” A man referred
to as the “King” of the Sklavènes, Perboundos, was living in the city with some apparent
place within the Byzantine hierarchy.
Our neighbors the Sklavènes remained in peace, when the figure then placed at the head
of our prefecture, without being known how or why, sent to the emperor report on report
against the king of the Runchines, Perboundos, accusing him of preparing an evil coup
against Thessaloniki. So much so that the emperor wrote to the prefectural authority
ordering that Perboundos be sent to him: the letter was communicated privately to the
first of the city, and the king, who lived in the city, was immediately arrested, and sent
loaded with chains to the emperor. When this became known to the Sklavène people, its
two parts, those of Runchina and those of the Strymon, demanded that together with our
city a request be made to the emperor not to put Perboundos to death, to forgive him and
to return him to us free. Indeed, a deputation, composed of Thessalonians and Sklavènes,
went to the emperor, but she found him preparing for war against the Arabs: it was agreed
that Perboundos would be liberated after the war.527

This very curious event reveals that the Slavs had reached some sort of agreement
to peacefully cohabitate with the Byzantines, with their king even living within the city.
When the imperial government arrested him, a deputation of Slavs and local leaders from
Thessaloniki went to the emperor to secure his release. Perboundos was imprisoned and
escaped with the aid of a court lawyer.
But the devil intervenes and finds as an instrument an imperial hermèneute in court: he
agreed with Perboundos that he would flee Constantinople, take refuge on the estate in
Thrace owned by the hermèneute, who after a few days would pick him up to take him to
safety in his country. King Perboundos, who is dressed in Greek clothes and speaks
Greek, easily leaves Constantinople through the Blachernae’s Gate, and goes to the
property of the hermèneute, where he lives hidden.528

We see a further example of cooperation between the Byzantines and the Slavs,
even far from Thessaloniki, as a court lawyer was willing to help Perboundos escape and
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keep him hidden. Furthermore, we learn that Perboundos spoke Greek fluently, to the
extent that he was able to escape Constantinople unnoticed. This seems to indicate that
this peaceful settlement of the Slavs had persisted for some time, and that at the elite
level at least, there had been some integration of the Slavs into the imperial system.
Unfortunately, the Emperor’s attempt to arrest Perboundos, and his subsequent escape set
the stage for another siege of Thessaloniki.
After the imperial authorities arrested Perboundos once again and executed him,
the Slavs rose up against the Byzantines again. This time, the uprising is referred to as a
rebellion.
But the Sklavène peoples, those of Strymon and Runchine with the Sagoudates, then
launched a single impulse to attack Thessaloniki. They stopped among themselves that
every day the Sklaves of Strymon would round up prisoners to the east and north of the
city, those of Runchina and the Sagoudates to the west and on the sea with ships. What
they did throughout two full years. Every day they sent three or four detachments, and the
Thessalonicians were reduced to despair.529

Three distinct historical sieges against Thessaloniki are described in the text of the
Miracles. One, led by Avar Khagan was in the late sixth century while Maurice was
emperor. Another, in 617 or 618, was led by the Slavs after their leader Chatzon was
murdered while seeking peace within the city walls. A third siege, often dated to the 670s,
was when the Slavs, who had been living peacefully and had begun to at least partially
integrate into Byzantine society, rose up in rebellion after the murder of their chieftain. 530
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Government and Authority
In addition to historical events that are centered around Thessaloniki during the late sixth
and seventh centuries, we can also see some of the political and governmental structure
of Thessaloniki and the surrounding regions in the Miracles. There seems to be a power
struggle of sorts in the Miracles between the imperial authorities in Constantinople and
the local elite in Thessaloniki. At the same time, there seems to be a breakdown, at least
to a degree of Byzantine imperial authority in the Balkans during this period. This
breakdown is reflected in the Miracles.
The highest imperial authority mentioned in the Miracles is of course the
emperor, but he is a largely absent figure, who governs the city through proxies, and only
intervenes in the affairs of Thessaloniki twice. He intervenes once when it seemed as
though the city might fall during a siege, and once during the Perboundos affair. Beneath
the Emperor in the imperial hierarchy, but in charge of the region around Thessaloniki as
a whole, was the Prefect of Illyricum.

201

Image 6.3 Places name in The Miracles of St. Demetrius

The Prefect of Illyricum
The Prefect of Illyricum was in theory the imperial official in charge of the Balkans. By
the time of the Miracles, it seems as though the Prefect is in charge of little more than the
region around the city of Thessaloniki itself. Much of the territory that made up the
Prefecture of Illyricum had been lost to Slavic and Avar invaders, “with its islands and
those of the Hellas, the Cyclades, all of Achaia, Epirus and most of the Illyricum, part of
Asia, and they left many cities and provinces deserted; then from a single court they
decided to attack our city and trash it like the others.”531 His authority seems to further
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erode as the events in the Miracles play out. Throughout the Miracles, we see the local
leaders of Thessaloniki assuming more authority. It is possible that there was some sort of
power struggle between an imperialist faction and a faction favoring local authority, or it
is possible that the local authorities filled in a power vacuum that the distracted imperial
government was unable to fill on their own.
The first Prefect of Illyricum in the Miracles comes from the first Miracle
collection of the Archbishop John. This Prefect, named Marianos, was appointed by the
emperor. Although he began his tenure of office as a likeable and pious man, who was
“agreeable to God and to the people,” he became corrupted by the power of his office.
This may be because he seems to have been appointed to his office due to wealth and
connections, being referred to as “senator of high birth and great wealth.” 532 Marianos
fell ill as punishment for his corruption and was able to redeem himself by distributing
wealth to the citizens of the city. “Then he leaves the church, goes on foot to the
courtroom, takes a quantity of precious gold and silver objects and a large sum in gold
money which he brings to the church; he brings together the poor and sick from all over
the city, who have flocked in crowds, to receive from the hands of Marianos the gifts of
God and of Saint Demetrios.”533
We can tell from this Miracle that Marianos was a wealthy individual, appointed
to his post due to his wealth and connections. When necessary, he was expected to and
able to distribute relief in the form of wealth to the poor citizens of the city. This
behavior, the distribution of (personal?) wealth to mollify a struggling populace is also
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seen in the Life of St. John the Almsgiver. In a similar fashion to that Life, the distribution
of this relief is meant to address the economic fallout of the early stages of an invasion.
At the early stages of the crisis, the Prefect of Illyricum, like the Patriarch John seemed
able to manage the early stages of the crisis, showing that the imperial government was
functioning well and able to respond to crisis situations as they arose.
During a famine, we see that the Prefect of Illyricum responded directly by
convincing shipping bound for Constantinople to reroute to Thessaloniki instead.
He suspected that the prefects of Illyricum had sent a man to them, named Demetrius, to
meet the merchants, to persuade or compel them to sail to Thessaloniki; and he wrote, on
the one hand to the man who was then occupying the prefecture of Illyricum to complain
about the process, on the other hand to the Count of Abydos to denounce the actions of
the sailors of Thessaloniki. The Count of Abydos, in turn, informed the emperor, who
sent injunctions with reprimands to the scatters.534

This intervention took the form of a Miracle, where St. Demetrius himself
appeared to the sailors in order to convince them to reroute, but the events are still clear
enough. Thessaloniki was suffering from a famine, and the Prefect of Illyricum, in his
role as the highest imperial authority in the region, tried to ameliorate some of the
suffering caused by this crisis. Interestingly, this episode reveals that the prefect was, to a
degree at least, operating independently, as he convinced shipping to reroute from
Constantinople to Thessaloniki. This episode also reveals that this action angered the
Emperor in Constantinople. The Prefect was not rerouting shipping with the blessing of
the authorities in Constantinople. While this shows that the imperial government in
Thessaloniki was functioning through the authority of the Prefect, it also shows that there
was something of a conflict between the imperial authorities in Constantinople and those

534

Paul Lemerle, Les Plus Anciens Recueils Des Miracles De Saint Demetrius (Paris: Centre National de la
Recherche Scientifique, 1979), 105.

204

in Thessaloniki. In later Miracles, we see the authorities in Thessaloniki acting more and
more independently.
In a later Miracle from the collection of John the Archbishop, we are told that the
Prefect of Illyricum, along with many of those in imperial service and the formally
trained soldiers, was absent from Thessaloniki during the great Avar/Slav siege.
Moreover, the elite of the young soldiers, and those who served in the great praetorian,
were, with the one who was then carrying out the burden of sparseness, on a trip to the
land of the Hellenes, for state affairs; and those who had remained, the richest and the
wisest, who had slaves in the force of age and aware of the things of war, and who
themselves held the highest positions in the services of the Patrician of Illyricum, had left
for Constantinople with many friends, and with all their following, to make a move to the
emperor against the one who then commanded in our country. Thus, the city, reduced for
various reasons to very few men, had no hope of salvation.535

The Prefect of Illyricum was in Constantinople, while the diplomats and the army
were away in Greece; thus, the defense of the city fell to the local authorities. What is
unclear is why the Prefect was away. Had he left Thessaloniki believing that it would fall
to the invaders? Or was the Prefect in the imperial capital to seek aid for the city’s
defense? While this event shows that the Prefect was still in charge of the city, and that
the local authorities only stepped in because of his absence, it also reveals that the local
government was capable of running the city, even while under duress.
We see more conflict between the Prefect and the local authorities in the
Perboundos affair described in Miracle Four of the Anonymous collection. Here we see
that the Prefect is in direct opposition to the local authorities regarding the handling of
Perboundos. “The figure then placed at the head of our prefecture, without being known
how or why, sent to the emperor report on report against the king of the Runchines,
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Perboundos, accusing him of preparing an evil coup against Thessaloniki.” 536 The Prefect
believed that Perboundos was a threat, while the local elite sent a delegation to the
emperor seeking Perboundos’ release.
“When this became known to the Sklavène people, its two parts, those of
Runchina and those of the Strymon, demanded that together with our city a request be
made to the emperor not to put Perboundos to death, to forgive him and to return him to
us free. Indeed, a deputation, composed of Thessalonicians and Sklavènes, went to the
emperor.”537 The local elite sent a delegation with the Slavs seeking Perboundos’
freedom. This reveals not only a conflict between the local elite of Thessaloniki and the
Prefect which represented imperial authorities, but also a level of cooperation between
the local elite of Thessaloniki and the Slavs settled nearby. Imperial government
continued to be effective throughout the events described in the Miracles. However, in
the last great siege, deliverance came at the hands of an imperial army commanded by the
emperor. “The Emperor, seeing that the insolence of the enemies dared to carry itself, not
only against our city, but against the central authorities, ordered the army to pour across
Thrace and the country opposite and to attack the Strymon Sklavènes.” 538 Thus, the
imperial authorities were able to intervene, when it seemed as though the city might
indeed fall.
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Local Authority
In the second Miracle collection, often called the Anonymous collection, we see that
more and more power resided in the local authorities of Thessaloniki. We also see that the
Prefect had been relegated to a role of representing imperial interests, but with a more
nebulous hold on secular authority. In the Miracles collected by John the Archbishop, we
see this erosion of imperial authority as well.
Early on, we see local authorities directly responding to a famine, rather than the
imperial prefect. During this event, there seemed to be no imperial authority present in
the city at all. Rather, it fell to local authorities to attempt to get ships to come to port in
order to resupply the city, and seemingly in desperation send a deputized delegation to
the imperial authorities seeking assistance.
To the many boats he meets, he shouts that the city is safe, and persuades them to change
their route to get there. Arriving first, he made a story under oath that the facts confirmed:
in a few days, many ships loaded with various goods approached Thessaloniki. They even
preceded the return of the deputies whom the city, pressed by famine, had sent to the
emperor: however, that it dared to disturb the imperial ears makes it clear the greatness of
the calamity.539

Later, in the anonymous collection we see similar local leaders trying to negotiate
with Chatzon, one of the Slavic leaders. “Notables of the city hid him at home, in order to
gain and deal unworthy.”540 In a later siege, local authorities negotiate with the Slavs in
service to the Avar Khagan and this time successfully negotiate with the barbarians to
withdraw. “The siege had been running continuously for thirty-three days, and the
Thessalonicians agreed to make peace-seeking concessions to the barbarians in order to
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be freed from their unholy design. So peace was concluded, and they returned home.” 541
The nature of the peace is unclear, but it was probably some sort of settled agreement
where the Slavs were allowed to take up residence in the area, and possibly, the payment
of some form of tribute to the Slavs, or Avars, or both.
In the aftermath of the siege, the Slavs settled in the area, and are soon referred to
as “neighbors” rather than invaders. At the beginning of the fourth Miracle of the
anonymous collection, we are told that “Our neighbors the Sklavènes remained in
peace.”542 The Slavs were clearly settled in the area around Thessaloniki and were
relatively peaceful, at least for a time. This points to some sort of negotiated agreement.
Earlier in this chapter, we see that after Perboundos is arrested, the civic leaders of
Thessaloniki send a delegation, with Slavic leaders asking for the release of Perboundos.
This probably represents some degree of power sharing in the region of Thessaloniki
between the civic authorities and the Slavs, which was in direct conflict with imperial
authority. It is possible that Thessaloniki even accepted Slavic suzerainty. Perboundos
was living in the city and the Slavic leaders were the ones who convinced the civic
authorities of Thessaloniki to ask the Emperor for Perboundos to be set free. Was
Perboundos in the city as its Slavic installed governor? Or had the civic authorities
reached a power sharing agreement that allowed some Slavic leaders to take up residence
in the city? Either way, there is a clear difference in policy between the Prefect and the
local civic authorities.
Later in the Fourth Miracle, we see the local authorities of Thessaloniki, now
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under siege by the Slavic peoples allied to Perboundos, hold a meeting to decide what to
do about the blockade which was causing famine within the city. The authorities decide to
send ships to purchase grain from a nearby Slavic tribe. “Then the authorities and the
citizens decided that the boats that were still available, along with the ten boats from
Constantinople, which had sold all their provisions, would leave for the region of Thebes
[of Thessaly] and Demeterias, among the Begéenets, to buy grain.” 543 The Begéenets
were a Slavic tribe, who apparently were peacefully settled in Thessaly and cooperative
enough with the authorities in Thessaloniki to supply them with grain during the siege.
There clearly was something of a power struggle between the imperial authorities
represented by the Prefect of Illyricum and the local civic authorities of Thessaloniki.
One point of disagreement seems to have been how to best handle the Slavic invaders.
The Imperial authorities seemed intent on resisting the Slavs and driving them back,
while the local elites on Thessaloniki seemed to want to reach some sort of peaceful
settlement, or power sharing arrangement with the Slavs. Despite the apparent conflict
between imperial and civil authorities, in the Miracles, it is evident that Thessaloniki still
had a functioning government, and that this government was represented by both imperial
authorities and civic authorities. The government was able to respond to the crisis. At first
the Prefect directly responded to a famine. Later, we see the civic authorities trying to
reach a peaceful settlement with the Slavic tribes that were immigrating into the Balkans.
While it is clear that the authority of the imperial government represented by the Prefect
did erode throughout the time period described in the Miracles, the imperial government
was still represented throughout his time. In the end, deliverance from the great Slavic
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siege came at the hands of the emperor, rather than a peaceful settlement brokered by the
local government.

Trade and Economy
We can see some examples of trade and the economy in the Miracles, although compared
to some of the other hagiographies I have discussed, these references are more limited in
scope and character. This is likely because most of the Miracle stories take place in a city
under siege, with an economy affected by the crisis and with trade limited by an enemy
blockade. Despite these hardships, there are still references to the economy and trade in
the Miracles with descriptions of trade and commerce, as well as references to monetary
exchange.
The first mention of money or exchange in the Miracles comes from the first
Miracle from the collection of the Archbishop John. In this Miracle, we are told that that
the Prefect of Illyricum distributed money and gold to the poor of the city. While this
does not necessarily point to a thriving economy (and indeed the cash seems to have been
distributed as a form of welfare), it does show that the imperial official had a large
amount of currency at his disposal, and he was able to distribute it to the citizens when
necessary. This event also shows that currency had value. The Prefect did not distribute
food or supplies, rather, the dispersal was in the form of money. 544
In Miracle Six of the same collection, we again see the importance of currency.
In this miracle, the Ciborium, the reliquary of St. Demetrius has been damaged, and the
archbishop is unsure of how to come up with the funds necessary to restore it. He debates
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melting down his own throne to produce the necessary funds. However, this is
unnecessary when a “Miracle” intervenes. A wealthy man named Menas, inspired by St.
Demetrius, appears to the archbishop, offering a sum of money. “He therefore brought
seventy-five pounds of money, with a special intention to complete the kibôrion, for he
knows that it will be pleasant to the martyr; and he makes the archbishop answer and
before God, the archbishop agrees, and dismisses him.” 545 Later in the same Miracle
another wealthy patron comes forward, also offering funds for the restoration of the
Kiborion. “When he was told, when he was told a certain John, a former Thessalonician
lawyer, who said much the same things as Menas, and brought forty pounds of money for
the kiborion. Still others, inspired by God, came secretly to make their contribution,
without anyone other than the prelate knowing them.” 546 These two incidents, part of the
same “Miracle,” show that currency as a medium of exchange was still relevant to the
Thessalonican economy.
The intervention of two wealthy men to restore the Kiborion also shows that there
were wealthy men in Thessaloniki, and that these wealthy men could be relied upon as a
funder of last resort during a crisis. In the earlier Miracle, where the Prefect distributes
largess to the poor of Thessaloniki, it is implied that the wealth he distributes is his own,
and not state funds. Likely, the lines were blurred between powerful individuals, imperial
representatives, and church officials. In other hagiographies such as the Life of Theodore
of Sykeon and The Life of St. John the Almsgiver, we see that church officials often served
as government representatives, and that local elites often held political power.
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We see some examples of trade and commerce in the Miracles of St. Demetrius;
however, as with references to a monetary economy, this is commerce occurring under
the background of a siege and blockade. Nonetheless, the fact that commerce is
mentioned means that it was occurring, and the fact that trade was occurring even in the
midst of crisis speaks to the strength of the commercial system.
During the first siege, which occurs in Miracle Eight of the collection of John the
Archbishop, we are told that commercial shipping is rerouted to Thessaloniki by a
merchant sea captain after a miracle in which he encounters St. Demetrius.
To a certain Stéphanos, the boss of a boat carrying a large shipment of wheat to
Constantinople, he appears in broad daylight in the area around the island of Chios,
dressed as seen on his icons. Stéphanos was prepared to hoist the right sail to make his
way to Constantinople: the saint, mounted on the boat, told him to hoist the left sail and
make his way as soon as possible to Thessaloniki, which urgently needs his goods, and he
will do his business well; himself will walk in front of the ship. 547

We see from this event that trade was still occurring, even during the crisis, and that this
mercantile exchange was not solely an act of mercy. The captain went to Thessaloniki at
the urging of St. Demetrius, but also because he was promised that in Thessaloniki he
would do “good business.” This was a mercy mission, but a mercy mission that was
expected to be profitable.
Later in the same siege, more merchants were drawn to Thessaloniki to resupply
the city. While there is clearly an element of relief and intervention, the city was being
resupplied because it was cut off from its hinterland. These merchants were not giving of
their own free will, they were coming to sell food and goods to the city.
Since there was at the same time a shortage of other goods, it was strictly speaking the
famine that prevailed: because those who agree to it say that there is "famine" when
people in the markets cannot use other products to mitigate the effects of the lack of
wheat. Thessaloniki was overwhelmed by it, and it was feared, even worse, that this
547
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would cause trouble. Then our intercessor with God, the one who has received spiritually
the imprint of Christ's infinite compassion and clearly appears to all as the spiritual image
of his philanthropy, Saint Demetrius, sent to our city, from all lands, boats loaded with
fresh and dry goods, and all that men might need: immediate threats and fears
dissipated.548

To the citizens of Thessaloniki at that time, the timely arrival of merchant ships laden
with food must have seemed miraculous, but the text makes clear that this was merchant
shipping, not relief shipping sent from the imperial Capital, or from another benefactor.
During a later siege, described in Miracle Two of the anonymous collection, we
are again told that ships were drawn to Thessaloniki to resupply it during a time of war.
As before, the arrival of these ships is seen as a “miracle.” However, even in the
hagiography, it seems as though the arrival of the ships was more opportune than
miraculous.
As long as the siege lasted, God mysteriously sent ships full of wheat and other
merchandise to the city every day, which filled the entire harbor and shore. The sailors,
who had been trained in the maneuvering of the machines, were going to serve the gravel
and other machines. The barbarians said that at night the Thessalonicians made the ships
leave, and that by the day they returned. The boats' captains proclaimed that miraculously
they had been directed to Thessaloniki by some force unknown. 549

Again, we see that even during a siege, the merchant economy was functioning. It may
even have been that the ships came to Thessaloniki, knowing that a city under siege
would pay more for supplies than a city under normal circumstances.
Later during the final siege, the Thessalonicans send ships to purchase grain from
a nearby Slavic tribe. While the Slavic tribe was clearly cooperative, the Miracles make it
clear that the grain was purchased, not requisitioned, or donated. “Then the authorities
and the citizens decided that the boats that were still available, along with the ten boats
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from Constantinople, which had sold all their provisions, would leave for the region of
Thebes [of Thessaly] and Demeterias, among the Begéenets, to buy grain.” 550
These examples of merchant ships selling grain to the beleaguered city and of city
authorities purchasing food from nearby Slavic tribes are very different from later relief
sent by the Emperor in Constantinople. “After the army had been sent by the emperor
against the Sklavènes, grain ships were directed to Thessaloniki before this was even
requested.”551 There is a clear distinction in the Miracles between grain that was
purchased, and grain that was sent as relief by the imperial authorities. The imperial
government sending grain shows that the government was functioning, while the ships
selling grain shows that the merchant economy was functioning. Thessaloniki was
clearly affected by the Seventh Century Crisis, and with frequent references to famine,
there is no doubt the economy of the city was, as well. However, it is clear that the
merchant economy of the city continued to function, and that currency remained a
medium of exchange, at least through the crisis period.

Diversity
In the Miracles of St. Demetrius there are some examples of diversity in Thessaloniki.
This diversity is reflected in terms of socio-economic diversity, where Thessaloniki has
people who represent different social and economic classes. There are also references to
ethnic and religious diversity, with mentions of an African Bishop, an existing Jewish
quarter in Thessaloniki, and of course, efforts by the imperial and civic authorities of
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Thessaloniki to incorporate the Slavic settlers into the Byzantine system.
We can see a wide range of economic and social diversity in the Thessaloniki as
described in the Miracles. There is clearly a wealthy class, which holds at least some
political power, as well as an underclass. There is also something of a middle or
professional class, although this is less represented in the Miracles. Representatives of the
upper class are for the most part very elite; they include the Prefect of Illyricum and his
staff, as well as the local elite of Thessaloniki. The middle class, for lack of a better term,
consisted of the merchants while much of the city seems to consist of the poor and
desperate. The fact that the city had large numbers of urban poor might be normal for
Byzantine cities at this time, or it may be reflective of the crisis period that the Miracles
encompass.
Marianos, the first Prefect we encounter, is clearly representative of the upper
class. He has servants who cater to his every need, and a great deal of wealth. When
Marianos is struck ill, his servants even carry him to seek treatment, and dress him when
he was unable to do it himself.552 In fact, we are told that Marianos held his position, in
part, due to his wealth. “A certain Marianos, senator of high birth and great wealth,
appointed by the emperors thrift among the Illyrians.” 553 Marianos was later, as discussed
in this chapter, able to distribute relief in the form of wealth to the populace in the city.
This relief, the manner of his appointment, and the attitude of his servants towards him
all show the economic and social status of Marianos. In Miracle Six, the wealthy patrons
that donated to the church in order to repair the kiborion can also be seen as members of
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this upper class. Despite crisis such as plague, famine and siege, these wealthy patrons
were still able to donate to the church when it was necessary for them to do so. 554
Members of the professional class are represented in a few different Miracles. The
doctors who were treating plague victims in the third Miracle from the collection of John
the Archbishop may represent wealthier members of this class. They seem professionally
trained and were able to choose their clients. In one case, the doctors refuse to treat
plague victims, for fear of being infected themselves.555 Stephanos, the merchant in
Miracle Eight that turns his ship towards Thessaloniki instead of Constantinople, is
probably also a member of this professional class, as he clearly changes direction as a
matter of business, not altruism. “(The Saint) told him to hoist the left sail and make his
way as soon as possible to Thessaloniki, which urgently needs his goods, and he will do
his business well…”.556 While these characters were not wealthy, they were clearly not
poor or destitute either.
There was also clearly a level of ethnic diversity in Thessaloniki and its environs
described in the Miracles. The most obvious example of this is represented by the
attempts to integrate the Slavic peoples into Byzantine society. This is clearly more than
just superficially successful, as at least one Slavic leader is described as speaking Greek
and wearing Greek clothes. Other Slavs are described as “neighbors” who live peacefully
near the city. Other examples of diversity are found in references to the Jewish quarter of
the city and to an African doctor.
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The Jewish quarter in Thessaloniki is mentioned in Miracle Five of the
anonymous collection, during the great Slavic siege. We are told that the siege was so
deadly that “even the sons of the Hebrews who live in the quarter of Brochthos
marveled." The Brochthos was a seaside quarter of Thessaloniki, near the main wharfs. It
is therefore possible that the Jewish citizens of the city were involved in the city’s
maritime trade. Another hagiography, the Life of St. Nikon has an event where the Jews of
Corinth are in charge of the city’s trade but living outside the city walls. They are
convinced, by a miracle, to take refuge inside the city in advance of a siege. 557 In both of
these hagiographies, the Jewish quarter seems in some way autonomous from the rest of
the civic government. In the Miracles of St. Demetrius and in the Life of St. Nikon, the
Jewish community lives apart. In the Miracles of St. Demetrius, the Jews are clearly not
participating in the city’s defense, and indeed, to a degree, seem unaffected by it as the
ferocity of the siege took them by surprise. In the Life of St. Nikon, the Jewish people,
while clearly involved in the economy of Corinth, lived in their own settlement outside
the city proper. In a similar fashion, in the Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, when the saint
encounters Jewish people, they are living outside of the city walls, even while controlling
the glass blowing industry. There was historically a Jewish quarter of Thessaloniki, and it
seems to have been in existence during the seventh century crisis.
In the sixth Miracle of the anonymous collection, there is reference to an African
bishop who was kidnapped by Slavic pirates on his way to Constantinople. “A bishop,
named Kyprianos, from the land of the Africans, was on his way by sea to Constantinople
for an urgent matter. Arriving in the region of the Hellenes he was, along with all those of
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his boat, captured by the Sklaves and reduced to a harsh bondage.” 558 Once arriving in
Thessaloniki, this bishop wanders the city freely, and apparently without notice. Clearly,
the citizens of Thessaloniki were at least used to seeing Africans. The fact that he was a
bishop on his way to Constantinople shows that although Byzantium had lost her African
provinces, they were still of ecclesiastical interest.
By far the best example of diversity in the Miracles of St. Demetrius is shown by
the attempts made by the Byzantines of Thessaloniki to incorporate the Slavic peoples
into the Byzantine system. Most of these attempts seemed aimed at the Slavic elite.
During the siege led by Chatzon, he is led into the city to negotiate with the local elites
who were leading the city’s defense. “Notables of the city hid him at home, in order to
gain and deal unworthy.”559 Clearly the city elite was trying to negotiate with Chatzon,
either for him to withdraw, or for some sort of settled agreement. Later, we encounter the
Slavic chieftain Perboundos. Perboundos was living in the city and seemed familiar to the
city leadership. When the emperor had him arrested for “plotting” to seize the city, a
delegation of both Thessalonicans and Slavs went to the emperor to seek his safe release.
“The king, who lived in the city, was immediately arrested and sent loaded with chains to
the emperor. When this became known to the Sklavène people, its two parts, those of
Runchina and those of the Strymon, demanded that together with our city a request be
made to the emperor not to put Perboundos to death, to forgive him and to return him to
us free. Indeed, a deputation, composed of Thessalonicians and Sklavenes, went to the
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emperor.”560
It is clear that at this stage at least, the Slavic elite had reached some sort of
agreement to live peacefully within the Byzantine system. We later learn that Perboundos
was “dressed in Greek clothes and speaks Greek.”561 Perboundos, a Slavic chieftain, was
living in a Byzantine city, wearing Byzantine clothes, and could speak in Greek fluently.
He had clearly been “Romanized.”
In Miracle Five of the anonymous collection, we encounter a Slavic chieftan
named Kouber. Kouber was apparently partially Greek, or at least of Greek decent, and
seemed to be leading a group of refugees who similarly had a Slavo-Greek identity.
We have previously talked about the Sklavènes, that is to say of Chatzôn and the Avars,
how they ravaged the almost whole Illyricum, namely the provinces of the two
Pannonies, the two Dacies, Dardanie, Mysia, Prévalitane, Rhodope, as well as Thrace and
the Great Wall region on the side of Byzance: the whole population was deported to the
nearby, on the Danube, whose metropolis was once Sirmium, by the chagan, who
installed it there as his subjects. From then on they mingled with the Bulgarians, the
Avars and other peoples, they had children among themselves, and became an
innumerable people: but each child received from his father the traditions of his
homeland and the momentum of his race, according to the Greek norms. 562

This group represented a multiethnic mix of Slavs, Avars, Bulgarians, and Greeks,
and they had a mixed identity. Among his group were even Jews and “Pagans.” Kouber
attempted to settle in Byzantine lands, but the imperial authorities were wary of him.
Eventually, Kouber was allowed to peacefully settle near Thessaloniki, but only after
threatening the city with a siege. While Kouber probably considered himself a Greek, the
Byzantine authorities clearly regarded him as a foreign threat. Still, the fact that
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Krouber’s band of refugees consisted of a polyglot group, and the fact that the episode
had a peaceful solution, shows that there was some attempt at incorporating the Slavic
tribes into the Byzantine system. In fact, as part of the peace agreement, Krouber agreed
to settle and be supplied by a nearby Slavic tribe.563

Conclusion
The Miracles of St. Demetrius are a very important hagiographic source for Late Antique
Byzantium. They are very much an urban hagiography, with the main setting being the
city of Thessaloniki. The Miracles also focus on the larger region of the Southern
Balkans, within the context of Byzantium’s relationship with her neighbors. In this way,
the Miracles are a regional hagiography as well.
The Miracles contain references to many historical events. The foremost of these
are the sieges of Thessaloniki. The Miracles reference at least two sieges, with the
possibility that a third is represented. The Miracles also depict historical events such as
the Slavic settlement in the Balkans, as well as Byzantine attempts to integrate the Slavs
into Byzantine society. We see for instance that even early into the Slavic invasion, the
Slavic elite was beginning to be integrated into Byzantine society, and that the Slavic
tribesmen near the city are referred to increasingly as neighbors, rather than enemies.
The Miracles also reveal much about the nature of power and authority in the
Balkans during the Seventh Century Crisis. We can see that the imperial government was
functioning, and we can see that the local authorities also had a great deal of power.
Throughout the Miracles, we notably see that local authority increasingly operates
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independently from imperial authorities. This transition reveals much about the nature of
shifting authority in the Late Antique Balkans.
The Miracles also reveal information about the Byzantine economy and trade
during the seventh century. We can see from the Miracles that even under duress, the
Byzantine economy in Thessaloniki was functioning, and that trade was continuing on
both a local and regional level.
Finally, the Miracles reveal that Byzantine Thessaloniki was a diverse urban
center. There are references in the Miracles to local minorities, such as the presence of a
Jewish quarter in Thessaloniki. However, more revealing from the Miracles is the
changing nature of Slavic identity. We can see that the Slavs were incorporated into
Byzantine society and that the elite Slavs, represented by Chatzon and Perboundos,
adopted Byzantine customs, language and dress. We later see that Byzantine refugees
returning after years in captivity adopted an identity between that of Slavic and
Byzantine. The most important information from the Miracles may be this interplay of
identity and its changing nature during the Late Antique period.
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Conclusion

Throughout my dissertation I have argued a few main points. The first main point is that
hagiographies are an important part of the historiography, one that has in the past been
overlooked. A subtheme of this argument is that hagiographies are not just religious
documents but can also serve as a source of political history, and, crucially to this
dissertation, a type of social history. A second major argument is that the seventh century
was a transformative period in Byzantium, but that it was a transformation with many
continuities from the earlier Roman era, so, a transformation that may be more accurately
called a transition. The final point is that this continuity within a transition is reflected in
the hagiographic sources. In the hagiographic sources we can see that Byzantium
remained an urban culture, that these cities were diverse in the Romano-Byzantine sense,
and that there was a continuation of long-distance trade, complex economic activity, and
state control.
Hagiographies, as I explained in the introduction, are the recording of the life and
works of a saint. Hagiographies take two main forms, Lives and Miracles. A Life is the
story of a saint’s life and works during the time of their physical life. A Life was generally
written by a disciple or follower of the saint, either during the saint’s time on earth, or
shortly after their death. The Life of Symeon the Holy Fool, the Life of St. John the
Almsgiver, and the Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon are all examples of a Life.
Miracles are hagiographies written about the otherworldly works of a saint after
the saint’s death, often centuries after their deaths. By their very nature, Miracles deal
with the otherworldly and the supernatural, in other words, with miracles. Despite their
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esoteric nature however, in many Miracles, the presence of the saint is tied to something
in the physical world, typically the saint’s relics, or a place of worship dedicated to them.
Because of the need to tie the saint to an earthly setting frequented by the faithful,
Miracles are often very urban in nature. The Miracles of St. Theodore the Recruit, the
Miracles of St. Artemios, and the Miracles of St. Demetrius are all examples of Miracles.
Hagiographies are primarily concerned with the works and mission of a saint;
however, the mission of a saint would have little impact if there were not people to
witness them. Of the main hagiographies discussed in this dissertation, five take place in
an urban setting, while the lone outlier, The Life of St. Theodore of Sykeon, takes place
spread out between many city and village settings. Because the main focus of a
hagiography is the saint, I infer that the descriptions of day-to-day Byzantine life are
reasonably accurate, as there is little reason to embellish them. The city, town, and village
dwellers mentioned in the hagiographies are there to witness the work of the saint, not to
have their own stories told. The cities described in the Lives and Miracles are backdrops
or settings for the saint’s mission; the cities themselves are not major characters in their
own right. Hagiographies are not just a source of ecclesiastical history then, but a source
of social history, and perhaps, a less biased one.
The seventh century was a very disruptive period for Byzantium. What historians
increasingly call the Seventh Century Crisis was actually a continuation of increasingly
dire circumstances that had rocked the Mediterranean world since the mid sixth century.
The crisis began with the climactic degradations that followed the end of the Roman
Climatic Optimum, which was followed by the Plague of Justinian, which coincided with
the Avars emerging as a threat North of the Danube, while the Slavs began to settle in the
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Balkans. Still, it was the seventh century that was a true dividing point for the Byzantine
world. The seventh century saw the Empire face territorial invasions by the Avars, the
Persians, and finally the Arabs.
The Byzantium that emerged from the Seventh Century Crisis was one that was
considerably reduced and retrenched, both in terms of the amount of territory that the
empire took up on a map, but also in terms of economic and social complexity. The
empire did survive however, and so did the Romano-Byzantine institutions of the state.
As I stated in my introduction, most Byzantine cities survived the crisis period. Although
the occupied area of most Byzantine cities shrunk by about half, the reconstituted urban
centers were heavily fortified. The imperial government survived as well, and the
imperial government was able to respond to raids, invasions, and even environmental
disruptions even on the local level. The Romano-Byzantine state did not survive the
without Romano-Byzantine culture, however. The Byzantine cities described in the
hagiographies are diverse settings, with a strong connection to the Romano-Byzantine
identity.
This is the true importance of hagiographies as I have argued in my dissertation:
they capture the diverse nature of the Byzantine city and the nuances of RomanoByzantine identity. I have described these complexities in detail in my introduction but
suffice to say that there were three main components of Romano-Byzantine identity:
language, religion and adherence to ‘Roman” law and institutions. Identity of course is a
very nuanced and flexible concept. The strength of the hagiographies, and their
importance to the historical record is tied directly to the way in which the hagiographies
reflect the complex nature of Romano-Byzantine identity and therefore, the diversity of
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Byzantine urban life.
The Byzantine state did not just survive the Seventh Century Crisis, but did so in
a very Roman way, with strong continuities to the earlier Roman period. These
continuities are reflected in urban diversity, in the survival of political institutions, and in
the perseverance of trade and a complex economy. All of these identifiers are present in
the hagiographies, and they are a significant source of history for the seventh century in
Byzantium.
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